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ABSTRACT 

The study was on the assessment of the levels of poverty among female-headed households in 

Nyatike Constituency, Migori County. Its objectives were to detennine the socio-cultural and 

socio-economic factors that cause poverty among female-headed households. 

The study mainly used cross-sectional descriptive research design utilizing quantitative and 

qualitative methods of data collection. The study used purposive sampling to select 29 

respondents. The study population consisted of a\1 female-headed households in the study region 

and the unit o analysis was the individual respondent. Qualitative data was obtained by usc of 

semi-structured questionnaire. and analy;cd b tatisti a! Package for ocial ci nc ' ( P ) to 

generate frequencies and percentages presented using tablt.:~ and charts. 

The study wa guided by the women· · cmpowcnncnl franH?\\ ork (Long\\'· 19 1 ). ' hich link~ 

the inequalities of women and po' erty to trudural oppressions. The frame\\ nt k nrgm·s thai i r 
women are to overcome their uh rdin k p< iti n. th~y 11'1\ l: to he cmJO\\ eretl 1 he rclc\ ance 

of thi theory li m th t t th t th irnJll)\ 'llh.'nt nr sn ' ll c nnnmi' 

tatu nd 

1\ II\ i th II d h l\ \\I I 

lh 

I th 



The study found that among the factors that lead to poverty arc the retrogressive cultural 

practices that do not allow women to make decisions and own property. The tudy also found 

that women lived in poverty because their husbands had died of IflV/AID and left to head the 

households yet they had many dependents. Lack of education unemployment, lack of credit 

facilities and collateral came out as other factor that perpetrated poverty among female-headed 

households. 

The study concluded that indeed gender inequalities exi ted 111 te1m of asset ownership, 

decision-making, lack of education, disease and unemployment. 

·1 he study further recommended that government int~o:JYcntions hc put in pial'· h introdu ·i n' 

microfinance practices and ensuring easy access of loans. Also. nHm: ·mph,1sis is r •quir ·d not 

only in the enrolment of tudcnt in chool hut fo usinl!. on compktion rat ·s of · lu ·ntwn and 

finally involvement of the govcmmcnt on workahk mtcn cntitm nr solutions to :n o1d 

development of a viciou circl o int r • n rati n ll ) k t t ptn u ty. 
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1.1 Introduction 

CHAPTER ONE 

BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

It is estimated that nearly 1.3 billion persons arc poor in the world and about 70 per cent ofthctT\ 

are women (UNDP 1995, 1996). It is, therefore, argued that women, especially in developing 

countries, bear an unequal share of the burden of poverty (UNDP 1995). Female-headed 

households dominate the poverty statistics and over the past four decades the number of 

households headed by women has increased worldwide (Power 1993 ; Clark 1984). There is a 

growing perception around the globe that poverty i, increasingly feminized because an 

increasing proportion of the poor in the world arc female. Pearce ( 197R), coined the ' ord 

"feminizatton of poverty" when tt was discovered that the fa, te, t growing typ of L1mil 

structure was that of female-headed housch< Ids (cf. :hant 2001; Kiringni 't al. _006; Mnghatlam 

2005) 

Women constitute a majority of the ponr and ('dtcn th~: 1 nnr~:st nf the 1 nor. 'I h~: sn ·ictal 

dL advantage and incqualitie the ' f: ce he nu e they ar~.: \\'l)mcn ha1 c their e pcnen~o:cs nf 

poverty differently rom them n: the; in r 1.: thdt 'ulnu thilitic and make tt \en· di rti~.:ult 

for them to come ut o p ' n • upt 

· rl to ho th t irl 

h 

tl 



unable to improve the situation. The reality is that the situation is more complex and the number 

of female-headed households is still increasing. It is, therefore, imperative to focus tudies on 

female-headed households in efforts to reduce poverty (IF AD 1999). 

In Kenya, approximately 56% of the population lives below the poverty line and available 

evidence indicates that the incidence of poverty is higher among female-headed households 

(Kiringai et al 2006). Furthermore, the incidence of poverty in the year 2000 nationally was 51% 

in the rural areas and 38% in the urban area for people eaming and living on less than I US $ a 

day with a per capita income of US $ 220 (World Bank \990). 

/\ccordmg to the Daily ation, Business [),u! , <.:tober 3 _013, the orld [ ank estimates th:1t 

Kenya's poverty level stands at l4 to 46 perc ·nt: which is almost the same kn.:l it has n:nwin ·d 

for six years. llowcver, it represents an imprnvenH.:nt from I _ years .uw ''hen po' ·rt. l ., ·l 

stood at 56% before falling to 46 per c~.:nt in :wo: /_006. 

·r he In titute of Econ mic 

women and that alth u h w m 

ntcrpri e p v rt • i 

n 

Ul"\ m Kl:n ., ll:\ l:.lh: l that ,) majot ity or tht• pont :ll'l' 

mttn 

1\ 



housing, and access to health care (Sachs 2005). Absolute poverty, as defined by the World 

Bank (2011), is when omeone lives on less than a dollar a day. The Migori Di trict 

Development Plan, on the other hand, defines poverty a the inability to access basic human 

needs such as food, clothing, shelter and critical development resources and services , a, well as 

facilities by the district population (Govemment of Kenya 2008a). This is the operational 

definition adopted by this study and it will be measured in tenns of finances and material item 

within female-headed households. 

1.2 Statement of the problem 

Poverty is multi-dimensional and it includes shortage. of income as \ ell ns lack of basi needs 

such as food, clothing, shelter and health .• 111C mdcpcndcncc, 011' or the prin ipal gnnls or the 

development efforts of Kenya has hccn to rcducc povcrt) ( 1and,l d ,11 . 00 I). Pov 't I) is IH)\\ 

recogm;ed a· a major threat to a significant section of Kenyan households( ,,, ·hs OCh) . 

Poverty ha a gender dimcn ion in e women , nd men L'. pericn e .md react di!Tcrcntly tn its 

impact. It cut aero age. ethni it • nd nd r. 

women be rin • the brunt o unp 

con nd 

2 

lllll 

m·my pn'llc in K~:nya arc pOl)l' with th~: 

hH. kinil it vilinus 'i r 1L r~..quir~:s a 

In I m l unu 



projects are aimed at placing emphasis on poverty and unemployment (Goven\lnent of Kenya 

2008b). Since independence in 1963, the government of Kenya has made a commitment to 

eradicate poverty and achieve sustainable development. A policy on poverty reduction was slated 

in sessional paper No. 10 of 1965 on African Sociali m and its application to planning in Kenya 

(Government of Kenya 1999). Several national development plans, sessional papers, presidential 

commissions, task forces, and studies in Kenya have always addres ed the issue of poverty 

of Kenya 1999). The commitment of the Kenya Government to eradicate poverty is manifest in 

its current development strategies a demonstrated with efforts towards the achievement of the 

Millennium Development Goals, especia lly Goal number I, on the eradication of poverty to le s 

than 30 per cent by 2015 and the Kenya ision 2030 on the . o ial pillar, whi h is aim -cl at 

r~.;ducing the numb~.;r of people living in poverty to , small prop( rtion or the total populat ion. 

'1 hcrcfore, poverty eradication ranks high on the national agl:nda with poll· mak ·rs l'n ·ustn' on 

tt ( nvcrnmcnt of Kenya 200 I). 

on picuou ly ah cnt ha hccn ho" ~O io- ultural and . n~.:i.tl-r:l'OtHlmil.' l:~etnrs m.t\ ~ausr: 

poverty among fcmalc-h 

c. i ting literature link 

Buvmi nd upt l 

ll 

r in 1m ~.:. tn ,y.ttik~.:. t nnstitur:tK\ I h'" r:' r:r, 
lll. I 1 "~.:rty ,1\lHln • km. h. -IH:atk•d 

'im m n K ml 

II)\ mi I \I\ 



headed households must take into account gender inequalities and differences in order to 

effectively address the needs and constrains of poor women. If these concerns arc not addressed, 

women heads of households shall continue to languish in poverty and remain unproductive. This 

study attempted to answer the following questions: 

i) What are the socio-cultural factors that cause poverty among female-headed 

households in Nyatike Constituency, Migori County? 

ii) What arc the socio-economic factors that cause povetty among female-headed 

households in Nyatike onstitucncy, Migori County? 

1.3 Objectives of th study 

1.3.1 0 crall objective 

To as css the lc el or poverty among fcmale-h~adcd hous~holds 111 \.ttik~ nnstitu ·n ·_ r, lignti 

County. 

1.3.2 pccific objcctiv 

i) ., o dctcnninc the io- uhur I fi tor th t 

in 'y ~tikc on titu n ', Mi n unt ~. 



1.4 Justification of the study 

The findings of the study shall help improve the living standards of women in Nyatike 

Constituency of Migori County and hopefully inOucncc policy makers into making ri ghtful 

decisions regarding the plight of women in as far as poverty is concerned. The information 

generated shall also enable women to fight for their rights. Studie carried out by the 

Government of Kenya (2008b) focused on Migori Country as a whole and not pecifically on 

yatike Constituency. 

1.5 Scope and limitations of the study 

The study was conducted in Nyatike Constituency, Migori County, and it was specifically 

limited to how socio-cultural and economic factors cau poverty in f male-headed households. 

Due to limited time and funds the study \Vas not ahlc to cover the '' h( I' of Mi 'OI'i ount 

·1 here fore, the findings should be interpreted within the scope and limitations of this stud \ 

1.6 0 finition of terms 

The following arc the operational ddinition of tcnn s used in thi stud . 

De jure female-headed hou ehold :111 rc h u~ hoi! whilh .Hl maint. inl'd by women alnnl'. 

De facto female-he dcd hou h ld : Th 

I ov I thm' nIh lth. 

I lll "' I u ht It 



Gender relations - Hierarchical relations of power between women and men . 

Gender roles - A set of social and behavioral nom1s that are generall y considered 

appropriate for either a man or a woman in a social or interpersonal relationship. 

Socio-cultural factors - Issues involving a combination of social and cultural aspect , where the 

belief is that a person's way of thinking is dependent on the environment he or she was raised in . 

Socio-economic factors - Issues involving a combination of social and economic aspects, 

thereby combining an economic perspective on financial instability with a sociological analysis 

of collective behavior. 

7 



2.1 Introduction 

CHPATER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This section discusses the literature related to poverty among female-headed households. It 

particularly focuses on the socio-cultural and socio-economic factors that influence poverty in 

female-headed households in Nyatike Constituency, Migori County in particular and elsewhere. 

The section will finally end with a theoretical framework that guided the study. 

2.2 Causes of poverty in rural and urban areas 

According to the poverty reduction strategy paper for the period 2001-2004, the quantitative 

appr aeh of measuring poverty defines the poor as those who ·an not u!Tord basi' food nnd non­

food items while the qualitative approach dcfinl;S po l;rt as the inahilit o!' ii.!Opi' tO l11 d th 'ir 

basic needs (Government of Kenya 200 I) . uch m:cds consist of land. un ·mplo:m ·nt, innhilit 

to feed oneself and family. lack of proper hou ·in,, poor health and inahiltt\ tn cducnl • chilrln:n 

and pay medical bills (Government of Kenya 2001 ). 

In the rural area p vcn , pr nt it m p n m nn 1, 

tncomc v il bility in id 

d 

Ill 

h.:an 1 ~rinds and ll)\\' 

... 007). t::\slll\ lltain 

1\l\ 'SS 1\ti,t\ Sl't\i 

I I 1\\ 



lack money to educate the family and may also have a large family that is inadequately provided 

for. Among the urban poor, times of economic hardships fall in the middle of the month when 

salaried employees run out of fund (Mualuko 2007). 

Since independence, the Kenya government has idcnti !ted poverty as one of the problems to be 

addrcs ed in order to attain sustainable development. Poverty alleviation ha been a subject of 

subsequent development plans, sessional papers, commissions and task force . According to the 

national monitoring survey (Government of Kenya 1997b), poveriy in Kenya is on the increase 

with an overall national index of absolute poverty estimated at 52 per cent up from 49 per cent in 

1997 and curTently at 56 per cent. The current national poveriy lev I remains high at well o cr 

70°'o (Oiuoko-Odingo 2009). The Kenya g.mernmcnt is signntor to the opcnhagcn proto ·ol or 

March 1995 where leaders committed themselves to the goals ot eradicatin 1 pnvcr t 

( overnment of Kenya, I 999). ·1 he offer of free primary cducatwn h · th~ go' crnm~nt, bursar 

allocation and grant to ~econdary schools. the onstitucnc~ De\ elopmmt Fund. as '' ·II as th · 

recent propn al to waive tuition fcc~ in all puhlil.: ~.:umdary l:honls , n: nil mm cs to ensure th~.: 

poor acce education a • mean of allcviatin' 1 v~.:rt • ( llW~.:mmcnt t,f Kcnv.1 Jl)l)l)), 

nvcr ely 'I he \V men :.nt rpri Fun 

pr vidin • Ken n ' m n Jth ................ ~ .~ 

th I th 

·ill h n ul 

I tl h It 



access to finance through grants and credit to promote youth and women businesses and 

enterprises at the constituency level, thereby, enhancing economic growth toward the realization 

of the goals of Vision 2030, to generate gainful elf-employment for Kenyan youth and women 

and to model an alternative framework in funding community-driven development. 

2.2. 1 Poverty in female-headed households 

Defacto female-headed households refer to hou eholds where the male house heads arc 

temporarily ab ent over a long period of time while dejure female-headed households do not 

have an adult male spouse (IEA 2008). An estimated 29 per cent of the 1.7 million households 

in Kenya arc headed by women ( lark 1984). Taylor, ( 1999) reiterates that governments around 

thc world rccognt/e the fact that development indicators of most region. rc\ cal that " om ·n, who 

constitute more than 0 per cent of the population in most countries. n.:main a majorit Jj, tng tn 

poverty. '!his also means that most t~male-hcatkd households lm:k haste Ill' 'l'Ssiti sol' ltl'• 

including food. health. ·at~ and clean water a wdl a hdtct . '1 aylnr ( 191)9) sugg ·sts that 

empowering women economically i not only an cfkdivc strat~.:c.y for povet 1\ ,!II'\ tat ton hut it 

al o enable them to hare fully in the ndit lf th~.: n. tiona! d~o:\ dopnh.'nt 1 w ·c"" and the 

production of their own labour. \ ~.:rt • ' mu1 n tan intorm.11 so ial suppmt 

network • n m tti n; multipl Ul 

h h Ill 

h 

n ht h I 
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Women, who are a majority of the poor, and often the poorest of the poor, have the societal 

disadvantages of inequalities and discrimination which increase their vulnerabilities, thus , 

making it harder for them to climb out of poverty (Gupta 2012). Coupled with low levels of 

education and ii1comes, makes it even harder for the women to sustain themselves. Education is 

one of the most effective instruments a nation has at its disposal for promoting sustainable social 

and economic development (Government of Kenya 2002). Women who are usuall y 

breadwinners in female-headed households face gender discrimination with respect to education, 

earnings, rights and economic opportunities (Barros et al. 1997). 

Jencler norms need to be effectively addres. d in on! r to h lp reduce po crt amo ng ~'mal -

headed houst:holds, so that poverty-alkvlatin l prn 11'<1111111 s may reach \ om n dir <.:( \ . lssu s nr 
education for all need to be addressed to ensure that the free 1 rimar cdu atic n J'H1lic ' is !'ull 

implemented o that all people. boy~~ and girb. go to schc ol 111 ordc1 to rnis · th ·ir I,, ds or 
awarene s. 

tor 2.3 

2.:\.1 , ndcr in ·qu: liti • n l 

P llri .. tr h d ri fr m th 

In 

II 

tun' 

m . mn • ul , 1 lhl 

l ' 

l 



power in religion, media, culture and education and in the household where matters regarding 

sexuality, reproduction and violence arc central ( cf. Mascno and Kilonzo 201 I). One of the 

consequences of patriarchal cultural practices and norms is that resource ownership, control and 

access is vested primarily in male hands (Atsango 2006). This patriarchal culture i the source of 

the economic subo~dination of women. Property cannot be inherited by a girl since she cannot 

pass it on, and this son-preference is a factor leading to boys carrying on the family name to 

protect the lineage. This perpetuates dependency and impoverishment of women, thus, leading 

to poverty (Atsango 2006). 

Women face cnonnous disadvantages that arc embedded in gender relations, for example, poor 

acces. to intra-household resources and lack of access to decision-making and pow r (I ingam 

2006). Manyasa (2006) noted that in Afl·ica, issues of prnpl:rty ri 1hls \ ith r gard to wom ·n in 

particular have played a major role in wide. prl:ad gcndct-bascd incqualiti ·s and pm 'I ty. In 

Kenya, over 25-30 per cent of hou~chold · arc hcadl:d by wtmlcn wlw fl.mdion eith ·r as sol· or 

primary economic provider · (\\'orld Bank 19 9~ 1 wc..:rnmL'nt of Kenya 4;.000). In Zimh.th\\ e, as 

in many ub- aharan African c mntn \\OJTil:ll 

rc ult that fcmalc-hearled 

/unhah\ ·c I ( 

1 nn 

I I I Ill 

tl 

likd: th.m 111L'll It) own lnnd, \\ tth the 

ll: I K. nji. Jl}t ; 'it" •t 11111\ .. '111 nf 

n 1 1 l.un un h llln 1. I m 
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they suffer because customary law dictates that inheritance is pas ed through the male line, thus, 

bypassing the widow and her daughters (Horrell and Krishnan 2006). Similarly, land is passed 

to the oldest son, possibly even the son of another wife and the sub equent treatment of a widow 

is at his discretion. Under this atTangement, a widow may be allowed to farm on the plots 

allocated to her by her husband or other heir (Bourdillon 1976). It is also very clear under the 

customary laws of most ethnic groups in Kenya, for instance, that a woman cannot inherit land 

and must live on the land as a guest of male relatives by blood or marriage (Stephen 1997). For 

instance, Luo women usually face strong patrilineal structures that usually limit their 

independence because they arc not allowed to own any assets where they arc married. Women 

arc only allowed to fann on the land as long as they arc man·icd in that home. Thus, women 

continue to face both legal and custotTHlry discriminations in other ar~;as ns well (, t 'phcn 1 ()<)7), 

yet they should he allowed to ex~;rcisc their th.:mocratic human rights ( 10\ rnm ·nt of I' ·n a 

201 0) . In 2004, only I per cent of land titles in the whoh! of Kenva '' cre held bv ''omen and 

per cent wa. owned jointly (Institute of Economic ffairs _00 ). lntkr \rtid · 60 or thc 

Constitution of Kenya 2010. it tat~ that there i dimination t1f 'l!ntkt discrimit1.1tion in Ia\\ , 

custom and practice related to \, nd and pr p rt . 'I hu thL •iv\.: ,\ b:w, y for women to h;\\ c 

title deed . 
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rights over any of the property of her deceased husband . These inequalities though created by the 

society do increase the level of poverty in the household. 

2.3.2 Age 

Widowhood contributes significantly to the formation of female-headed households not only 

because women generally live longer than men but also because they tend to many men three to 

ten years their senior and often have limited opp01iunities to reman·y (Clark 1984). Female­

heads of households are poor because they are too old, illiterate and unable to work and 
' 

therefore, age is a major impediment among female-headed households (Bibars 2001 ). These 

households arc usually worse off than two-parent households because they arc not only deprived 

of the eamings of adult males but also they have many dependents (IF AD 1999). Apart from 

incom -generation activities, women arc similarly expected to perfom1 hous hold chores nncl 

chi ldcarc activities. This, coupled with their old age and little en rg . hind ·r th 'ir , onomi 

efficiency and well-being, thus. rendenng them to remain in pon:rt ' ( 'hnnt _OCU) . This 

situation forces them to depend on their son, who liv in urban an:a · r r assistanc · in nrdl'r to 

ease their financial burdens. However .. omc of thi · hdp j~ nmdtml' · n~.:v ·r forthcom 111 , ( lark 

1984). 
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Prevalence and mortality rates for HIV/A IDS in Migori County are increasing at an alarming 

rate. For instance, the prevalence rates for the general population stands at 30 per cent 

(Government of Kenya 2008). According to a survey by the Kenya Demographic 1 Icalth Survey 

2008-2009, Nyanza County has an overall prevalence of 14 percent, double the level of the next 

highest provinces - Nairobi and Western at 7 percent each (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics 

& ICF Macro 20 I 0). Gender differences in prevalence persist in all regions in Kenya with 

women bearing a higher burden of HTV prevalence than men. One of the worst consequences of 

HTV/AIDS has been an increase in the number of orphans and widows which further complicates 

the incidences of poverty among female-headed hou. eholds. 

11 IV/ AID prevalence is high among the productive age group ( 15-49 years). , i ·ty p 'r ·ent of 

patients admitted in medical wards suffer HI AID related ailments and th' numb ·r of' p opl, 

dying from the same has been increasing from a monthly a\ erage nf ~6 in 1999, 41-1 in th, car 

2000 and is e timated to be over 60 per month in 2005. Pre\ alene' and mortal it rates for 

IfiV/AIDS 1n 1 yatike onstituency, for example.' rc itKrca in • at ,\11 alarmin' r,ttc One of th~.: 
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Nyatike Constituency. Tnfact, The Migori District Development Plan ranks Nyatike as one of the 

I 0 poorest constituencies in the country, despite the gold boom. The issue of remarriages o!' 

women has further perpetrated the spread of H IV I A IDS (Government of Kenya 2008) 

HIV/AIDS is a threat to the welfare of poor families especially where women head households 

because once their husbands die ofHIV/AIDS they are left sickly themselves and unable to fend 

for the children and they cannot discharge their household duties effectively. The inability to get 

proper health care support systems futihcr compli cates their povetiy situation due to an inability 

to afford good medication and adequate nutrition. They, thu,, cannot help them elves and they 

end up langui shing in poverty. Those who arc not infected have to shoulder the re, ponsibilitics 

of taking care of the sick. 

2.4 ocio-cconomic factor 

2.4.1 Education 

Education in general tenns refers to the procc:. nf acquiring knowkdgc, , ki lls ,md attitudes so as 

to become productive member of a , ocicty (Ahlbu ' JQ I). In thc contc. t or bridgin , gender 

disparities, a society require a typl: of education , uit,\hk ll1 lihcrak tnl:tnhcrs fl·om cult ura l 

inclinations that hind them to pr. ti ft)ttnd lnr Ia t )J roultin 1 in 1l ndt:t 
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has shown that educated girls on the average have better lives than those who are uneducated 

(Ministry of Education 1988). This is because educated girls are capable of making their own 

decisions rather than relying solely on their parents or families. A country cannot achieve 

development without the patiicipation of women in the society. The education of women is 

important because they have a central role to play in the management of households (Ahlberg 

1991 ). In Kenya, girls do not receive the same educational opportunities as boys. Even when 

given an opportunity to be educated, girls typically face formidable ban·iers related to their 

reproductive health, sexual behavior and maturation which hinder them from completing their 

studies (Moraa 1999). 

~ducation ha become a tool for combating pmerty and, th~;r~;fore, it should b' s en as n ri )ht 

for everyone and it is a key determinant of the lifestyle and status an individual cnjn si n soci t 

(Kajiado 2000; Kenya Demographic Health urvcy 200,'-2009). lm esttng in the education n!' 

girls yields ma sive economic and social benefits . uch as can.:giving and impn)\ cmcnt in the 

health and nutrition status of the family. Woml:n with mon.: ~.:ducation dday childbearing and 

bear fewer and healthier children Kajiado 20 0 . tn the K~.:n) ,1 Ount) 11 apht llcalth , un I.!) 

2008-2009 survey. a pattern wa 
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Intra-household inequalities may take the form of boys being favoured over girls for the 

completion of secondary and higher education. Girls may be allowed only partial education or 

completion of secondary education at a nearby school during which time they arc being prepared 

for man·iage (Moghadam 2005). Once married , continuation of education docs not take place 

and girls are not given a chance to seek employment and earn incomes of their own. Tn some 

situations, money earned by females is handled by the males in the family (Kinyatti 1987). 

The partial education of females, absence of employment skills and experience, lack of property 

as wc11 as a tendency to have large numbers of children leave female-headed households highly 

vulnerable to poverty in the event of the deaths of spouses. cverthdcss, the cdu ation or 

women hould increase their powers in decision-making a. well as imprme th w •lf1lr of their 

children and family in general (Moghadam 2005). 

EducatiOn is essential for improving the li\'ing :tandanls or women and ~:nuhling th~:m to 

exercise a greater voice in decision-making in the fnmily. t'ommunit '. pi:H.:~: nf work and th, 
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fact that cultural considerations give priority to male children in accessing education (Kinyatti 

1987). While boys may go to school, girls may be left at home to help out and work alongside 

their mothers. When parents arc faced with difficulties of paying for education due to poverty, it 

is girls who arc first withdrawn from school (Kajiado 2000). This implies that lack of education 

also limits the opportunities of women from gainful employment in the non-traditional sectors of 

the economy (Kinyatti 1987). Even when women are employed, they are restricted to job 

markets with poor pay and they may be paid lower wages than men even when perfonning tasks 

that require the same efforts. Women are, therefore, caught up in a vicious circle of illiteracy, 

ignorance, discmpowcnncnt, powcrlcs ness, and ultimately poverty (Kajiado 2000). The partial 

education of females, absence of employment skills and experience, Jack or property and income, 

may leave many women highly vulnerable in the c cnt of th' deaths or their husbands 

(Moghadam 2005). 

2.4.2 Employment and income 

Employment opportunities are limited for \\'omen worldwide (Chen I 99") . t h, ahilit) to 

materially control one' environment hy gaininl! ~.:qual ace~.:-. to \\'ork that is humanizing and 

allows for meaningful relationship with oth~.:r \\ rk~.:L i . n t:-s~.:ntial ~.1p.tbllit\ (Ch 'n ll)lh ). 
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both men and women, can benefit from growth. The low participation of women in employment 

activities in major sectors can be attributed to factors that cu1iail the mobility of women in the 

economic domain (Chen 1995). Another constraining factor is limited access to required skills 

especially during the undertaking of education and training programmes. Unfounding beliefs 

about the aptitudes, skills and dispositions of women, and their reproductive responsibilities 

could also work to hinder them from participating in some productive sectors (Chen 19C)5). 

There is a need for gender sensitivity in the design of conditions of employment. The conditions 

of employment may enhance or hinder areas of gender balance. If the conditions arc designed 

with an assumption that the work environment 

facilitate their access to work and advancement. 

2.5 Theoretical framework 

for "boys" then the conditions will only 

The women's empowerment framework (Longwc 1991) links the inequal!ties of women and 

poverty to tructural oppressions. The framework , rguc that if \\'Omen arc to O\ crcom, their 

subordinate positions. the , have to he cmpow~.:n:d . It .ld\'0 'ak~ for ma jor shins in the 

patriarchal structures and cncour, c ' ' m~.:n t< dt l1 n •~.: .mll mov~.: a\ ·n ' frnm patnan.·hal 

. tructurcs regarded oppr\,; j, . 

\ Olll ur 1 t t h 1 n. ll 

in d 

mutil ti n. 

0 

lUll\ 
'' II 

ul ur. I 

I 1 k ,, I i \ ' w I s 

m th: • tllt II 

lh \1 lh~.: 



world would be a better place without inequalities between men and women; and if there is 

equality, development objectives would be realized faster. 

The framework identified five main stages of empowerment that needed to be used to guide 

gender debates. The first stage is welfare which addresses the need of women to have basic 

needs such as food, clothing, shelter and to improve their socio-economic status in life. The 

second is access which means the ability of women to access resources like finances through 

credit and grants or land . Conscientisation is the third stage and it means recognition that 

discrimination creates gender-related problems and women may themselves contribute to this 

discrimination . On the other hand, participation refer to taking part in de ision-making and 

implementing actions which have been agreed upon. lastly, control menns that the bnlnn ·e or 

powers between the genders is equal. 

2.5.1 Relevance of empowerment framework thcor~ to the tud~ 

The women's cmpowcnncnt framework L relevant to thi .. tudy. fo'or ~ . ampk. the" el rare stnge 

deals with improving the socio-economic .talu of life nd a hi!.!H:ml.!nt ofhiuh st.mdards ofhre 
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need to avoid discrimination at all costs. The relevance is that women suffer poverty because of 

inequalities and they need to know how to overcome them. One of the reasons why they arc 

poor is because of inequalities that exist in society and these need to be addressed. Conversely 

participation refers to taking pati in the implementation of actions agreed upon ; that is, decision­

making, just as the men . This is relevant in that in addressing pove1iy issues among female­

headed households, women need to be active participants in the implementation and decision­

making processes. Lastly, control in the framework means that the balance of power between 

genders is equal. The relevance is that once women have been involved in the implementation 

process, they should have the power to manage the procc ses and rcsourccc which arc at their 

di posal. 

The framework will be interpreted 111 tcnn of how women can be cmpO\ cn.!d so that the 

overcome their subordinate position in society. 8) using the fi,e main stages nf cmpo\ crmcnt, 

women would be able to remove obstacle· and meet their de\'clopment ObJccti,es. 

2.6 Research assumption 

The following arc the rc carch n umption ofthi tud~. 

1. There arc ocio-cultur II p rt .1m Hl' tl m.lll-IW.Idul hous holds in 
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3.1 Introduction 

CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

This section describes the study site, research design, population, sample and sampling 

techniques, data collection methods and data analysis. The section finally presents ethical 

considerations that will guide thi s study. 

3.2 Study site 

yatike onstituency is predominated hy the Luo and Kuria trihcs who an; ilotes. Th, 

constituency dependc:; on small scale-fanning, fishing, trading and mining as the main source nl' 

livelihoods. The total number of houc;eholds is 30,423 comprising of 69.209 males and 75,4 16 

female total being 144,625 with a population density of 213. 57 per q. km. (Ken a ational 

Bureau of Stati tics & ICF Macro 20 I 0). It hordl:r. Hom a Bay ounty to thc north. uha v ~st 

onstituency to the South-we t. Uriri Con titucn • to tht.: \\'l..'st. Lakl..' Victoria tn thl..' c.tst and thc 

Repuhlic of Tanzania to the outh ( p f '. 'tt ik · 
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3.5 Sample population 

A sample of 29 female-headed households was selected for this study as respondents to the 

survey questionnaire. The study also included I focus group for discussions. 

3.6 Sampling procedure 

The study used purposive sampling technique to select the sample, where 29 female-headed 

households were purposively selected for the study from 200 clusters already identified by the 

Kenya National Bureau of Statistics in their cluster sampling (Kenya National Bureau of 

Statistics and TCF Macro 2010, Mugenda and Mugenda 2008). This technique was used because 

it is reliable for in-depth analysis and saves on time and money. 

3.7 Data collection methods 

Questionnaires and a focus group discussion were u ed a, the main data collccti n tool s. The 

election of these tools was guided by the nature of data to he collected, the time a nilabl, u:-; 

well as by the objectives of the study. The overall aim of the stud was to assess the le cis of' 

poverty among female-headed households in yatikc constttuenc_ ·. ligori .... ounl ' . 

3.7.1 Semi-structured que tionnaire 

A questionnaire (Appendix 2) was admini ll.:rcd lt "l cm, k hcud of hou~~holds to prm ide 

infom1ation on the au. of poverty in th 
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3. 7.2 Focus group discussion 

A focus group discussion was carried out with a group of women of ages 18 years and above 

which consisted of 8 participants purposively selected from among the female-headed household 

clusters, who belong to a women 's group of merry-go round. These arc residents in the 

constituency and are believed to have vital information and experience on poverty issues. A 

focus group discussion guide was used to guide the discussions (Appendix 3). 

3.8 Data analysis 

Quantitative data collected from the questionnaires were checked for consistency and accuracy 

of the responses, coded and analyzed using the Stati stica l Package for the Social Sciences 

( PSS). Conversely, qualitative data obtained from the focus group discussion were analysed hy 

narrati ve and thematically used to enrich the quantitative result of the study. 

3.9 Ethical Considerations 

A research permit was sought from the 1 'ational ommtsston for ctcnt;c. Tcchnnlng and 

Innovation in the Ministry of Education. cicncc and r e ·hno\ogv 
--~ 

c. tmilarl~. clearance was 

ought from the Institute of nthropolog ... , Gender. nd Ati-i nn tudtcs. Unl\crstt~ of airnbi. 

The office of the Governor oflict: in ti •ori ount ... wa. intonntd .lhlHll the t'I.~St:<lrch. 1 h • 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

AN ASSESSMENT OF THE LEVELS OF POVERTY AMONG FEMALE-HEADED 

HOUSEHOLDS IN NY ATTKE CONSTITUENCY, MTGORI COUNTY 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents findings on the levels of poverty in female-headed households in Nyatikc 

Constituency, Migori County. It focuses on socio-cultural factors including gender inequalities 

and patriarchal structures, age and HIV/AIDS. Also, the presentation focuses on socio-economic 

factors such as education as well as employment and income and their rol es in the level s of 

poverty in the study site. 

4.2 ocio-demographic characteristics of the study ample 

4.2. 1 Age 

The study interviewed 29 respondents from female-headed households. Informants rang 'd in 

age from 19-35 years. Specifically, 90% were aged between 19-35 . cars, I 0°'o \ 'rc ngcd 36 

years and above (Table 4.1 ). 

Table 4.1 Age di tribution of the rc pondcnt 
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4.2.2 Marital status 

The study found that 86% of informants were currently married and 14% were single. The 

findings also show that 80% were in polygynous marital unions and 20% were in monogamous 

alliances. However, 93% of the infonnants were widowed and 7% were divorced (Table 4.2). 

The focus group discussants revealed that some of the women were cohabiting with men who 

were not their husbands, while others reported that their husbands Jived elsewhere in the town 

and urban centres. Other discussants also reported that their husbands had already died out of 

HTV/ATDs. 

Table 4.2 Marital status of respondents 
r- -

Marital status -- Frequency Percentage 

_ingle 4 14 

Married 25 R6 --·-
Total 29 tOO 

Monogamous 5 _o 
-

Polygnous 20 RO 
Total 25 tOO 

Widowed 14 l)J 

Divorced 1 7 

Separated o, 0 
r---

Total 15 tOO 

4.2.3 ~ducation I vel attain cl h~ r p nclt•nh 
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Table 4.3: Education level of respondents 

Educational level Frequency Percentage 
Primary complete 5 17 
Primary incomplete 24 83 

Total 29 100 
Secondary complete 1 15 
Secondary incomplete 28 85 

Total 29 100 
College complete I 15 
College incomplete 28 85 

Total 1 100 

4.2.4 Employment status of respondents 

The data in Table 4.4 reveal that a majority of the respondents (83%) were self-employed, 14% 

were employed in the private sector while only 3% were government employees. The focus 

group di scussants reported that those who were elf-employed did menial jobs that were not 

sustainable like hawking clothes and sel ling fi h. 

Table 4.4 Employment status 
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rope making, selling second-hand clothes, working on contract m the gold mmes, peasant 

fanning, commercial sex workers and cohabitation. 

Table 4.5 Distribution of income earned by the respondents 

Income per month Frequency Percentage 

0-2,999 0 0 

3,000-5,999 15 52 

6,000-9,999 13 45 

Above 10,000 I 3 

Total 29 100 

4.2.6 Number of dependents 

Data in Table 4.6 revealed that 52% of re. pondents had more than 5 dependents, 45% had 

between 2-5 dependent and only 3<Yo had less than 2 dependents. Furtherm< re, th~; rocus >roup 

di cussants confinned that despite the fact that they had man dependants, majorit did not hav • 

husbands and were bringing up children single handed! .. 

Table 4.6: umber of dependent 
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their sons. However, focus group discussants attributed this to the fact that sons had other 

family responsibilities, though their daughters could afford to suppoti them partially. 

Table 4.7: Remittances received by respondents 

Remittances Frequency Percentage 

Relatives 0 0 

Other sources l 3 
No assistance at all 28 97 
Total 29 100 

4.2.8 Number of meals per day 

The findings indicate that a majority of the respondents (97%) had two meals in a day while 3% 

had three meals. Furthermore, the data reveal that a majority of the respondents (93%) lived in 

mud hou. cs with thatched roofs, while 7% lived in . emi-pcnnancnt he uses (Table 4.8 and Tnhl 

4.9). 

Table 4.8: Frequenc. of meal per da 

How man 

One 

Two 
Three 
Other -------
Total ---
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4.3 Causes of poverty in the study region 

4.3.1 Socio-cultural factors - Gender inequalities and patriarchal structures 

4.3.1.1 Lack of asset ownership 

Figure 1 indicates that 100% of respondents did not own any assets either in the form of land or 

livestock. This is because, according to the focus group discussions, property in the study region 

is owned by the head of the household who is the man. Traditional customs give men the power 

to own title deeds and other assets in the home. Discussants added that it is the community's way 

of life and that customs had to be followed. Some respondents from the focus group discussions 

reported that they only own their clothes, a few chicken and heep. 

Fig. 1: As et distribution of respondents 
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the father-in-law or other male in-laws were actively involved in decision-making. They said 

this is because the study region still embraces patriarchy as a way of life, and customs were held 

in high esteem. 

Furthermore, Table 4.10 indicates that 90% of the respondents said that they did not get any 

support from the community, 5% got support while another 5% did not know about the suppoti 

programmes. The focus group discussants indicated that support was from NGOs such as Care 

Plus which provides health sensitization, school fees and beddings to secondary schools. Those 

who got thi support rcpoticd that it was seasonal and not sufficient for their needs. 

Table 4.10 Decision making 
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4.3.1.3 HIV/AIDS 

This variable was deemed important in understanding the impact of the death of a spouse on 

poverty in female-headed households. Figure 2 indicates that 59% of the husbands died of 

HIV/AIDS, 35% died of malaria and 7% died of other illnesses like bilharzia and tuberculosis. 

The focus group discussions affirmed that HIV I AIDS is a major killer in the study region. 

According to most discussants those who die leave their spouses already infected and sickly; and 

unable to fend for themselves and their dependents. 

Fig. 2: Cause of death of respondent's husband 

Cause of death of the husband 
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4.4 Socio-economic factors 

4.4.1 Education 

The data show that 100% of the female heads of households were not educated (Figure 3). In 

fact, the focus group discussants reported that most of them were primary school drop-outs who 

did not finish school due to various reasons such as early pregnancy and/or lack of school fees. 

Figure 3: Status of education 
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4.4.2 Employment 

T·igure 4 indicates that a majority of the n.:spondent lacked 1( nnal emplo~ mcnt ( n the other 

hand, 100% re pondents of the report d ha' ing no incom~.: , t , 11 \\ hih: otl11.:r n.:p )rtr..:d that th~.: 

income was too lov.· to ~ustuin th~.:m and th ir mili~: . 1 l ). 



Figure 4: Employment 

Lack of employment 
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Table 4.11 • tatus of income 
,..-- -- . 

Income Frequency Percentage 
f--

No 29 
Yes 0 

Total _9 

4.4.3 redit facilitie 
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Figure 5: Credit facilities 

Lack of credit facilities 
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4.4.4 Lack of collateral 

Figure 6 indicates that I 00% of the respondent did not ha e an collateral. The focus group 

di ·cussants confirmed that they could not even get credit facilities due to lack or supporti c 

documents such a title deeds and identit} cards and /or ·upport from the husband-; and fear of 

failure to pay back. 

igure 6: ollateral 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter covers the major issues dealt with in this study and it further pinpoints all important 

points which addressed the research objectives. 

5.2 Discussion and conclusion 

5.3 Socio-cultural factors 

The findings confirm that female heads of households lack assets and do not have access to 

resources. Assets are important in assuring the survival of the household and determining its 

ability to improve its situation. The findings suggest that communal law upholds male authority 

and state law tends to give precedence to communal law. Married women arc c!Tectively !rented 

as minors under the law. 1 hey arc not issued land Ill their own right and arc unahl to enter into 

contract without the authority of the hu 'band , thu ', the\ cannot own property indcpcnd ·ntl . 

Even when male hou ehold heads are ah ent women may still he subJect to thc1r authnnt hut 

where husband arc away in urban areas. women arc often r fcncd to the kins nf th' m,llc In 

protect the position of the male heir . 1 hi is an oh taclc to the\\ dt:n' of women'' hen the get 

marricd and al o \\.'hen tiH.:y get divorc d or in pl I ' 

·1 h findin m I h 

I h • 

''" 

n h l. 



deeply rooted in the society. This situation increases poverty because of the inability to have 

control and to manage the home. Consultations have to be made before any activity takes place 

in the home even when it comes to selling a potiion of land in order to get an income. The 

findings indicate that gender inequality is a product of patriarchal structures, which in turn is one 

of the causes of poverty. 

The findings also showed that female heads of households did not get any support. Support was 

available from the NGOs and not the government and this reached only a few people and on rare 

occasions. It also came out clearly that respondents had many dependents due to early 

marriages, their daughters giving birth and leaving the mothers to care for their children, 

hu<>bands prefen·ing not to u. e protective measures, the death. of their co-wives so that the ha c 

to cater for the orphans left behind by provtdtng food, clothing, shelter, education and h <1Ith 

care. This deepened their po erty because of the burden of looking after man dcpcmknts. 

H IV A lOs being a maJor killer had greatly impadcd on pt)\ crty anwng the l'cmal ·-h ·adcd 

households. According to the focus group di u ion .. om~: of th~.: \\'Omen \\'hose husbands nrc 

dead arc them clvc jckl . ·r he work of w m n i d 'min t~.: l h: a ti\'iti~.: . su~o. h ,\s ~o.· ollcctin' 

firewood, fctchin • w tcr , nd 

'I he inability t per nn th 

m n , 1r m h 1ti n r 

1 i 

n 

k 

th1. m un \ll h \\'t t k md 'l'l 

th i lll.' tll 

I Ulllll th Ill l (,\\.: 



5.4 Socio-economic factors 

The findings of the study indicate that a majority of the respondents dropped out of school. 

Education is widely accepted as the main exit route from poverty. It is the backbone of the 

growth and development of individuals . Thus, non-completion of education leads to retardation 

of development. However, the efforts by the government to avail educational opportunities to 

the poor are welcome especially tuition waiver in secondary schools. Although this will not fully 

solve the problem of the poor in accessing education, the educational stakeholders should further 

augment government efforts in financing education. The findings also indicated that lack of 

education Jed to unemployment. The focus group discussants stated that male tudcnts tended to 

survive in the education system till university. This is a critical concern as it works to hinder 

women representation in high level economic activities in luding decision making systems and 

wage employment. 

Those who arc elf-employed did not get sufficient income that i. sustainl1bk. lltck. of credit 

facilitie was a problem due to unavailability of collateral. This also further deepened the 

poverty of women. 

s.s. on lu i n 

'I he ohj th t \ I I t I • t n 1111 th hH that l .1usl 

)\' rty Hll\t \ \1\0 

ndl • l '" 
an hn • II I\ I 
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concerns in terms of the management of their homes. Retrogressive cultural practices hinder 

women form being rightful owners of property in the event of the death of a spouse rendering 

them helpless in so far as running the homestead is concerned. The findings also confirmed that 

households maintained by women are characteristic of intcrgencrational transmission of poverty 

due to the fact that they have had early child bearing experiences, many dependents and 

incomplete education. 

Lack of ownership of title deeds as was evident from the study findings leads to the inability of 

the women to transact in any form of deals. 

The main income camers of female-headed familic. arc hy definition women " ho hav' lower 

average eamings than men, fewer assets, and less access to remunerative johs and produ ·ti 

resources such as land, capital, technology and decision-makinl.!. This gcndcr-rclatl:d c ·onnm1c 

gap contributes to the economic vulnerahtht. of female-headed hou. cholds. irtuall all women 

arc vulnerable - a death of a husband divorce. widowhood and separation <Ire all it takcs to 

thro\i many women into poverty (Gimenez 19 ). 

From the ahovc findin • it c, n h • t th n I r in :quthtit in ltrms l)f .Iss I 0\\ lh.'tshtp, 

d ·ci ion-makin •. n mpl tmnt 11 d Jm, irh. ll\h: lH\Ilihut d II' 

th hi •h I v I I p m 1 -h II\ tik on tituu\ \' l i 'lll i .. 
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5.6 Recommendations 

The government should look into ways of empowering women through microfinancc not just by 

offering loans but ensuring that such loans arc easily accessible by the removal ofburcaucracic 

and red tape. 

More emphasis should be placed in ensuring that women complete their education since it is core 

in any fonn of development. Efforts should be made to finance education. This would help to 

alleviate poverty. 

The government should look into workable interventions on poverty among female-headed 

households to avoid development of a vicious circle where poverty i. inherited from one 

generation to the other within households. 

5.7 uggestion for further research 

Further studtes need to be done on the relationship of tht.: fom1. of female h ',\d'ihip to a ·cess 

resources and the re ultant effect on the abilit ' to impr 't.: tht.: hlHlst.:h( ld 1 osition \\hen such 

I inks are proper! y doeumentcd. th n p vert ' .m dl tivdy and clfkicntly 

h • t tr •et d am n female he d 
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Dear Respondent, 

Appendices 

Appendix t: Consent form 

My name is Grace Mwawuda, a Master of Arts student in Gender and Development in the 

Institute of Anthropology, Gender and Afr1can Studies, University ofNairobi. lam conducting a 

research on poverty among female-headed households in Nyatike Constituency, Migori County. 

You have been purposively chosen to participate in the study. I want to assure you that all your 

answer will be kept str1ctly in secret. To this extent, I will not keep a record of your name or 

address. You have the right to stop the interview at any time, or skip any questions that you feel 

uncomfortable to answer. Your participation is completely voluntary. Do you agree to be 

interviewed? 

Plea, c sign here as a sign of your con cnt. 

tgn --------
Date 

Thank you for your cooperation. 



APPENDIX 2: SEMI-STRUCTURED QUESTIONNAIRE FOR FEMALE-HEADED 

HOUSEHOLDS 

Section One: Profile of the Informant 

Name (optional) ------=----.,.,------
1. Age LJ> 18 years [J 19-35 LJ 36-53 [J 54 years and above 

2. Have you been married? Yes l No l 

3. If yes, was is it? I Polygamy [ Monogamy 

4. Have you ever been married or lived together with a man as if married? 

~ Yes, formerly married J Yes, li ved with a man No 

5. What is your marital status now: are you widowed, divorced or separated? 

Widowed [ Divorced Separated 

6. L your hu<;hand alive? Yes o 

If not, how did he die? 

l I !IV/AIDS \1alaria Blood Pre. sure thcr lllncsscs 

7. Is your hu band/partner living with you now or is he taying t.+.;c\\ here'? 

Li vi ng with me taying elsewhere 

8. Education background 
!Iavcyoucvcrbccnto chool? Yc o 

Why hav~..: you not been to chool . __ _ 

Prim, r , level : mpl ted un mpl 

rm 

nl II 



Give reasons for incompleteness -----------------------------------------

Occupation 

[ I Private sector [ ISel f-employed f 1 Govemment employed 

0 Unemployed I, Others (specify) -------------------

9. Income per month (in KES) 

n o-2,999 Cl 3,ooo-5,999 fJ 6,000-9,999 

I 0. Number of dependents in the household 

and above 

Cl Above I 0,000 

[] >2 [] <5 r J 5 

II . Recei ves remittances from [ Sons ]Daughters [l Others 

12. How many meals do you have per day? 

L one two three Others ---------------------

13 . Typeofresidence 

mud house with thatch mud house with tin roof [' tin-house lt imhcr house 

cmi-permancnt Permanent 

0 



SECTION II: 

In your opinion, what are some of the major factors that contribute to poverty among female­

headed households in Nyatike Constituency? 

Socio-cultural factors 
Yes No Don ' t know 

Lack of husband 

Many dependents 

Lack of support from community 

Lack of ownership of assets 

• land 

• cattle 

Lack of decision making 

Death of husband 

Lack of assistance from my chi ldren 

~cli gious beliefs 
Gendered · obs 

Socio-economic factors - { Yc~) -= 
r-- ~ 

Don't know 

Lack of education 

Lack of cmplol'mcnt 

Low income 
- . 

No mcomc at all -
Lack of credit facilities -
Lack of collateral -

l 



APPENDIX 3: FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION (FGD) GUIDE 

1. Socio-cultural factors 

(a) What is the cause of povctiy in your household? 

Probe 
Are you in any marriage union? 

Do you have any dependants? 
If so, how many? 
Why do you have that number of children? 

How do you cater for them? 
Do you get any fonn of support? 

From where? 
Is the support enough to cater for Household needs? 

Who makes decisions in your household and why is it that person? 

Do you own any property in the homestead? 

If not, why don't you own property? 

Who therefore owns the property? 
Why docs the person own property? 

What kind of property do you have in the homestead'? 

Do you have adequate/enough food, clothtt1g, shelter'? 

2. ocio-economic factors 

Did you get fonnal education? 

Probe 

If so. upto what level'? 
Arc you employed'? If yc where? 

If not how do you get your incom~.:. 

I iow much do you cam'! 
Do you ac<.:c any credit fa iliti 

If not, ' hy'! 
II yc , \ hi h 
\ h, l tltll 

I flo 111 
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