
Insights on the impact of a pre-school 
intervention on women’s labor market 
outcomes in Kenya’s Tharaka Nithi 
County

Kenya’s economy has grown by around 4-5% annually in recent years, 
and yet the gender gap in labor force participation has widened – from 6 
percentage points in 2016 to 9 percentage points in 2024. This growing 
gap in labor market engagement is accompanied by persistent gender 
disparities in unpaid care and domestic work. 

Data from our ongoing study in Kenya’s Tharaka Nithi County (TNC) 
illustrate this gender imbalance: mothers of 3-year-old children report 
spending on average 3 hours per day on childcare and around 4 hours on 
chores and household tasks – more than twice the time spent by fathers. 
This is in addition to the time mothers spend on productive activities in 
the home (around 4.5 to 5 hours) and other engagements. Many of these 
engagements likely involve multitasking, such as simultaneously looking 
after their young children, thereby limiting mothers’ productivity.

To address these challenges, we collaborated with the County 
Government of Tharaka Nithi to design a preschool-based model of care 
provision that extends access to early childhood education to younger 
children starting from age 3 – one year earlier than the standard entry 
age. By enriching the early learning environments and enrolling younger 
children in preschools, this tailored intervention aims to promote children’s 
cognitive and socio-emotional development during a formative phase of 
their lives, while also enhancing mothers’ ability to engage in paid work and 
other activities.
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Mothers’ earnings increase in the 

treatment group, with particularly 

pronounced effects for those with 

unemployed husbands at baseline 

and those with additional children 

younger than 3.

Mothers in the treatment group 

work fewer hours, driven by a 

reduction in hours worked for 

the family business, and there is 

no effect on their likelihood to 

undertake wage work.

There are modest improvements in 

the reported well-being of treated 

mothers. 

Mothers in the treatment group 

spend more time helping their 

children under the age of 6 with 

learning activities at home.  School 

attendance of older siblings also 

increases, as reported by mothers.
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To study the impact of high-quality preschool provision on child and parent outcomes, we collaborated 
with the Tharaka Nithi County Government to design a county-wide randomized controlled trial. After 
listing all schools offering pre-primary 1 (PP1) classes in the county in 2023, we identified 118 schools 
that met two criteria: (a) school eligibility, based on the capacity to enroll additional younger children in 
existing PP1 classes and the requirement not to be already admitting 3-year-olds on a regular basis, and 
(b) community eligibility, requiring at least 10 eligible and consenting families within a 3-km catchment 
area with children turning 3 by the start of the school year.

We then randomized these 118 schools into 60 treatment and 58 control schools. For the first cohort of 
3-year-olds, in each treatment school’s catchment area, we randomly selected five age-eligible children 
for preschool admission and five additional children to serve as controls. We also randomly selected five 
3-year-olds from the catchment area of each control school as “pure controls”. 1

We conducted enrollment and baseline data collection for the first cohort of 3-year-olds and their 
parents in late 2023. The midline wave took place in late 2024 and the endline wave is being carried out in 
late 2025, which will allow us to assess impacts over two years.

Focusing on women’s work, this brief presents some key quantitative findings from the midline data, 
alongside complementary qualitative insights from six focus groups conducted with 48 non-study 
mothers with at least one young child. 2

RESULT 1:  MOTHERS’ EARNINGS INCREASE IN THE TREATMENT GROUP, WITH MORE 
PRONOUNCED INCOME EFFECTS FOR THOSE FROM MORE RESOURCE-CONSTRAINED HOUSEHOLDS
There is a 19% increase in treated mothers’ weekly earnings, corresponding to a gain of 176 Kenyan 
Shillings (KES) relative to the control group’s average weekly wage of 919 KES – an estimated effect that 
is very close to the threshold of statistical significance at the 10% level. For married mothers, weekly 
wages increase by 33% (290 KES) compared to the average of 882 KES for married mothers in the control 
group.† 3 Heterogeneity analysis reveals further noteworthy patterns, with stronger effects observed for 
mothers facing specific barriers. 

1 Our study sample includes children from three age cohorts. In addition to the first cohort of 3-year-olds who were recruited in late 2023 as described 
here, our study also includes (i) a cohort of 4-year-olds recruited in early 2024 from preprimary 1 (PP1) classes and (ii) a second cohort of 3-year-olds 
recruited in late 2024 from across the treated and control communities.
2 The six focus groups were conducted in one rural and one urban context in each of the three agro-ecological zones in Tharaka Nithi County. Eligible 
participants were mothers of at least one child around 2.5 years old (or who would turn 3 by the end of 2025).
3 The symbols * , †, and ‡ denote statistical significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1% levels, respectively.
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Figure 1: Mother’s Weekly Wages
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For example: 
•	 Married mothers with unemployed husbands at baseline experience a 125% increase in wages, from 513 KES 

to 1156 KES.† The intervention also facilitates these mothers’ labor market participation, with half of this sub-
group engaging in wage work during the past week compared to only 24% in the control group (see figure 2).†

•	 Mothers with additional children younger than the 3-year-old program child experience a 114% increase 
in wages, from 805 KES to 1725 KES .* This finding is further complemented by the observation that the 
intervention leads to a 15 percentage-point increase in the use of informal care for younger siblings,† 
suggesting that the expansion of preschool access for the 3-year-old program child eases some of the 
childcare constraints for mothers with multiple young children, thereby improving their labor market earnings.

Focus groups conducted with mothers of young children consistently 
indicate that mothers highly value financial independence. However, 
they also report the lack of affordable and reliable childcare as a 
chief constraint affecting their ability to look for work. Many express 
concerns about the quality of care their children would receive in 
informal settings, and some note that such arrangements would be 
financially unsustainable. Both the qualitative and quantitative work 
highlight that mothers value having access to high-quality, affordable, 
and reliable care – both to support their child’s development and to 
enable them to engage in paid work and enhance their livelihoods.

RESULT 2:  MOTHER S IN THE TREATMENT GROUP WORK FEWER HOUR S,  DRIVEN BY REDUCTIONS 
IN HOUR S SPENT ON THE FAMILY BUSINESS,  WITH NO EFFECT ON THEIR LIKELIHOOD OF 
UNDERTAKING WAGE WORK
Relative to control mothers, who work an average of 26 hours per week, the intervention leads to a decrease 
in total weekly hours worked by treated mothers by 3.6 hours, or 14%.† This reduction is driven by a decline in 
the total weekly hours spent working on the family business, which drops by 2.4 hours or 13.9% .† Interestingly, 
the treatment has no observed effect on the likelihood of engaging in family business work or wage work – 
suggesting that the intervention may enable mothers to carry out their work more efficiently while their children 
attend preschool during the day.
 
Evidence from the qualitative work indicates that mothers with 
young children often carry out other tasks, including in the home, 
while simultaneously looking after their children. The decline in the 
total weekly hours spent working on the family business – absent any 
change in their likelihood of engaging in it – could suggest that care 
provision makes treated mothers more efficient in their work tasks.

“The lack of affordable and 
reliable childcare options 

continues to limit my ability to 
earn a steady income.” 

– 28-year-old married woman 
with two children

“Even household chores take longer 
to finish because I have to look after 

the child.” 

– 27-year-old woman, separated, 
with two children

Figure 2: Wage Work for Mothers with Unemployed Husbands at Baseline
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Focus group discussions also illustrate that many mothers aspire to start their own businesses, such as 
cereal shops or salons, but cite lack of capital as the main barrier. Other common challenges shared by 
participants include: the seasonality of farming and casual labor, unreliable weather conditions, payment 
delays, long travel distances for non-farm jobs, limited training and job opportunities, and the overall 
unpredictability of finding work. 

RESULT 3:  THERE ARE MODEST IMPROVEMENTS IN THE MENTAL HEALTH OF TREATED MOTHER S, 
BASED ON SELF-REPORTED MEASURES OF DEPRESSIVE SYMPTOMS
Treated mothers show a 0.11 standard-deviation decrease in depression scores – suggesting modest 
improvements in the mental health of mothers in the program. 4

Qualitative discussions with mothers of young children also indicate the prevalence of conservative 
norms, which reinforce gender roles that limit women’s opportunities in the labor market, and affect 
their well-being. Participants describe cultural perceptions that portray mothers with young children 
as lazy or inefficient, as well as community stigma that associates women engaging in paid work – 
especially outside the home – with having irresponsible husbands or family difficulties. Focus groups also 
reveal deeply gendered views on childcare: it is widely viewed as a woman’s responsibility, and neither 
men nor community members see caregiving as a man’s responsibility or a shared duty. Some mothers 
also express a lack of trust in fathers to look after their children adequately.

RESULT 4:  TREATED MOTHER S SPEND SIGNIFICANTLY MORE TIME HELPING THEIR CHILDREN 
UNDER THE AGE OF 6 WITH LEARNING ACTIVITIES AFTER SCHOOL , WHILE THE SCHOOL 
ATTENDANCE OF OLDER SIBLINGS ALSO INCREASES
The intervention increases mothers’ engagement in home learning activities with children under age 6 
by 25%, including reading, games, and other activities.‡ The daily school attendance of older siblings as 
reported by mothers also increases by 2.3 percentage points in intervention households, compared to 
95% attendance among the control group.* This finding is complemented by a 9% reduction in caregiving 
performed by older children for their younger siblings, suggesting positive spillover effects for both older 
and younger children in intervention households.*

Brief authors: Helen Baker-Henningham, Serena Goldberg, Ayush Jain, Emma Lambert-Porter, Costas 
Meghir, Michelle Neuman
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4 Drawing on responses to the Center of Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale-10 (CESD-10) - a widely used self-report questionnaire designed to 
measure depressive symptoms - the result is based on an index of depressive symptoms constructed and normed within the study sample and is statis-
tically significant at the 10% level.

“Many employers avoid hiring young 
mothers as they may bring children and 

are perceived as less productive.”

– Young single mother of a two-and-a-
half-year-old child

“They think I am neglecting the child. They 
view me as a bad mother.” 

– 25-year-old single mother of a young 
child, on community perceptions of 

young mothers working for pay


