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Highlights

This policy brief presents insights into Early Childhood Development (ECD) research in Kenya, focusing 
on trends in outputs, funding, authorship, and collaboration between 2010 and 2022. The highlights are:

1.0. Introduction

The early childhood period is recognised as a crucial stage to invest in children to help them survive, 
thrive and achieve their full potential. Evidence shows the importance of ECD for lifelong health, 
productivity, and well-being (Black et al., 2017; Yoshikawa & Kabay, 2015). It involves the creation of 
favourable conditions to facilitate the cognitive, social, emotional, linguistic, and physical development of 
young children (World Health Organisation [WHO] et al., 2018).

Kenya’s commitment to ECD is evident in its national policies (e.g., ECD policy in 2006, National 
Pre-Primary Education [NPE] policy in 2017, Integrated Early Childhood Development [IECD] policy 
framework in 2017) and aligned with global and regional frameworks. For instance, the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) emphasise equitable access to quality ECD and early learning opportunities 
by 2030 (United Nations, 2015). At the regional level, the Continental Education Strategy for Africa 
(CESA 2016–2025; 2026-2035) recognises early childhood education as the foundation for future 
learning and training, positioning it as a key priority for achieving sustained quality education across 
Africa (African Union, 2016; 2025).

• In total, 840 ECD research outputs were identified for the period 2010 to 2022 from 
international databases and local sources. For the period of 2020 to 2022, we identified 382 
research outputs. The vast majority of these were published in international journals (263) 
compared with those in local sources (119).

• There was a limited focus on ECD research on education, environment and protection, play 
and responsive caregiving.

• Journal articles were the main channel of disseminating the ECD research identified from 
both international databases and local sources.

• Only around one-third of the identified studies from both international databases and local 
sources addressed inequality factors such as gender, disability, ethnicity, religion, and 
socioeconomic status.

• Funding for ECD research in Kenya was limited. Specifically, funding from government and 
local organisations was small across all ECD components.

• Near gender parity was observed for ECD research authorship, with a slight female majority.

• Collaborations within the country were apparent for outputs from local sources, while 
international collaborations were apparent for outputs from international databases.

Based on these findings, we recommend to various stakeholders to increase funding for and prioritise 
ECD research, particularly on education, environment and protection, play and responsive caregiving, 
while integrating analysis of key inequality factors. We also recommend the establishment of functional 
online repositories to enhance ECD research visibility and accessibility and the strengthening of 
South-South research collaboration.

The country has implemented several initiatives to promote holistic care and development for children 
aged 0–8 years, addressing critical areas such as early learning, health, nutrition, responsive caregiving, 
safety, and protection. Notably, Kenya has made important steps in increasing access to pre-primary 
education. The Basic Education Act (2013) mandates two years of pre-primary education as part of the 
basic education cycle, resulting in growing enrolment rates across the country.

Despite these gains, challenges including policy gaps, limited funding, and inadequate infrastructure 
persist. Although the health and the nutrition components of ECD receive some policy attention, there 
are major gaps in policies and implementation for early learning, responsive caregiving, and safety, 
particularly for children aged zero to three (Abboah-Offei et al., 2022). Again, ECD services remain 
underfunded relative to their importance, limiting efforts to ensure equitable access and quality service 
delivery. Analysis of the 2021 budget showed that Kenya invests just 1.8% of its education budget on 
pre-primary (UNICEF, 2021). This is much lower than the recommended international target of 10% 
(UNICEF, 2022). As such, financing of ECD is largely left to households, with the prohibitive cost being 
a big challenge to access (Piper et al., 2018). Children with disabilities, special needs, and children from 
poor households are among the most marginalised and most likely to be left behind (Jeyam et al., 2022; 
Wickenden et al., 2023; Walioli, 2025). Additionally, many ECD centres lack adequate infrastructure, 
teaching materials, and qualified teachers, all of which adversely affect ECD outcomes (Kariuki & Ndani, 
2019). 

To enhance ECD outcomes, there is a need for evidence-based policies that are locally relevant and 
contextually grounded. Local ECD researchers, with their deep understanding of local systems and 
challenges, are well-placed to generate evidence that informs policy, investment, and practice; yet, they 
often remain underutilised (McLean & Sen, 2019). In response, Education Sub Saharan Africa (ESSA) 
and the Research for Equitable Access and Learning (REAL) Centre at the University of Cambridge, with 
funding from the Conrad N. Hilton Foundation, are aiming to increase the visibility of researchers in SSA, 
with Kenya as a focus country. 

This policy brief synthesises key findings from a comprehensive review of ECD research by Kenyan 
authors (Williams et al., 2024). It compares outputs and trends of ECD research from Kenya that are 
published in international databases (Dimensions, Scopus, and Web of Science) and those disseminated 
through local sources that are available online (institutional repositories, journals, and websites). Based 
on this analysis, actionable recommendations are offered to strengthen ECD research in Kenya.
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1.0. Introduction

The early childhood period is recognised as a crucial stage to invest in children to help them survive, 
thrive and achieve their full potential. Evidence shows the importance of ECD for lifelong health, 
productivity, and well-being (Black et al., 2017; Yoshikawa & Kabay, 2015). It involves the creation of 
favourable conditions to facilitate the cognitive, social, emotional, linguistic, and physical development of 
young children (World Health Organisation [WHO] et al., 2018).

Kenya’s commitment to ECD is evident in its national policies (e.g., ECD policy in 2006, National 
Pre-Primary Education [NPE] policy in 2017, Integrated Early Childhood Development [IECD] policy 
framework in 2017) and aligned with global and regional frameworks. For instance, the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) emphasise equitable access to quality ECD and early learning opportunities 
by 2030 (United Nations, 2015). At the regional level, the Continental Education Strategy for Africa 
(CESA 2016–2025; 2026-2035) recognises early childhood education as the foundation for future 
learning and training, positioning it as a key priority for achieving sustained quality education across 
Africa (African Union, 2016; 2025).

2.0. ECD Research in Kenya
 
2.1. Trends in research outputs 

Overall, 840 ECD research outputs were identified for the period 2010 to 2022 from international 
databases and local sources. Out of this, 577 outputs were identified from only local sources within the  
2010 to 2022 period. The research outputs identified through local sources experienced significant 
growth since 2010, rising from 28 and peaking at 67 in 2018, before declining in subsequent years, 
hitting as low as 30 in the year 2022 (Figure 1). The relatively high number of research outputs from 2016 
to 2018 could be associated with the increased interest in ECD in 2018 based on the effect of policies 
(NPE & IECD) initiated in 2017. The health component of ECD received the most attention, accounting 
for 53% of the total outputs, followed by education at 47%. Nutrition contributed 23%, while 
environment and protection made up 13%. Responsive caregiving and play accounted for 6% each of 
the total research outputs.

A comparison with international database search results reveals that ECD research in Kenya is more 
likely to be published in international journals. For the period 2020-2022, 263 research outputs were 
identified from international databases compared with 119 in local sources. The publication in 
international databases shows a fluctuating trend: In 2020, 117 research were identified, which 
decreased to 68 in 2021 before marginally rising to 78 in 2022 (Figure 1). Research on health received 
the most attention (66%), followed by nutrition (45%) and environment and protection (24%), while 
education (16%), responsive caregiving (16%) and play (10%), respectively, were the least prioritised.

The country has implemented several initiatives to promote holistic care and development for children 
aged 0–8 years, addressing critical areas such as early learning, health, nutrition, responsive caregiving, 
safety, and protection. Notably, Kenya has made important steps in increasing access to pre-primary 
education. The Basic Education Act (2013) mandates two years of pre-primary education as part of the 
basic education cycle, resulting in growing enrolment rates across the country.

Despite these gains, challenges including policy gaps, limited funding, and inadequate infrastructure 
persist. Although the health and the nutrition components of ECD receive some policy attention, there 
are major gaps in policies and implementation for early learning, responsive caregiving, and safety, 
particularly for children aged zero to three (Abboah-Offei et al., 2022). Again, ECD services remain 
underfunded relative to their importance, limiting efforts to ensure equitable access and quality service 
delivery. Analysis of the 2021 budget showed that Kenya invests just 1.8% of its education budget on 
pre-primary (UNICEF, 2021). This is much lower than the recommended international target of 10% 
(UNICEF, 2022). As such, financing of ECD is largely left to households, with the prohibitive cost being 
a big challenge to access (Piper et al., 2018). Children with disabilities, special needs, and children from 
poor households are among the most marginalised and most likely to be left behind (Jeyam et al., 2022; 
Wickenden et al., 2023; Walioli, 2025). Additionally, many ECD centres lack adequate infrastructure, 
teaching materials, and qualified teachers, all of which adversely affect ECD outcomes (Kariuki & Ndani, 
2019). 

To enhance ECD outcomes, there is a need for evidence-based policies that are locally relevant and 
contextually grounded. Local ECD researchers, with their deep understanding of local systems and 
challenges, are well-placed to generate evidence that informs policy, investment, and practice; yet, they 
often remain underutilised (McLean & Sen, 2019). In response, Education Sub Saharan Africa (ESSA) 
and the Research for Equitable Access and Learning (REAL) Centre at the University of Cambridge, with 
funding from the Conrad N. Hilton Foundation, are aiming to increase the visibility of researchers in SSA, 
with Kenya as a focus country. 

This policy brief synthesises key findings from a comprehensive review of ECD research by Kenyan 
authors (Williams et al., 2024). It compares outputs and trends of ECD research from Kenya that are 
published in international databases (Dimensions, Scopus, and Web of Science) and those disseminated 
through local sources that are available online (institutional repositories, journals, and websites). Based 
on this analysis, actionable recommendations are offered to strengthen ECD research in Kenya.
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Journal articles were the main mode of disseminating ECD research in Kenya. Almost all publications 
included in international databases were journal articles. This was also true for outputs from local 
sources: eight out of ten ECD research outputs were journal articles. This trend demonstrates the 
relevance of journal publications within Kenya’s academic community, likely influenced by higher 
education institutions’ academic staff promotion criteria. 

2.2. Intersection of ECD research and inequality factors 

A significant portion of ECD research in Kenya has not addressed key inequality factors such as gender, 
disability, ethnicity, religion, and socioeconomic status. For outputs from local sources, only 37% 
focused on these issues, with gender receiving relatively greater attention by accounting for almost half 
of the outputs that included inequality. By comparison, less than 35% of the outputs from international 
databases focused on any of these inequality factors, with those on socioeconomic status being 
relatively high. Disability was the least common for both data sources (not more than 9%) despite being 
a priority area in the IECD policy framework. This highlights the need for more inclusive research that 
explores the intersection of ECD and social inequalities. 

2.3. ECD research funding 

Funding for the identified ECD research was limited. Only 36% of outputs from local sources reported 
funding, while the remaining 64% lacked explicit funding disclosure. The situation was considerably 
better for outputs sourced from international databases, where 71% was funded.

There was a marked variation in funding across the ECD components. For outputs from local sources, 
while 58% on health reported receiving funding, none on play and only 9% on education received 
funding (see Figure 2a). Conversely, research from international databases recorded minimal funding 
variations across components, ranging from 68% on education to 85% on play (see Figure 2b). 

Figure 1: Research outputs trend for local and international sources compared
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Funding from international organisations was prevalent at 46% for outputs from local sources and 67% 
for outputs from international databases. Internal institutions (i.e., universities and research institutions) 
accounted for 7% and 2% for local sources and international databases, respectively, despite the 
National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation’s expectations that such institutions 
allocate at least 2% of their expenditure to research. Government funding accounted for only 3% and 
2% of outputs from local sources and international databases, respectively. 

Overall, the most prominent funders of ECD research in Kenya included the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, Wellcome Trust, National Institute for Health, Department for International Development - 
UK Government, DELTAS Africa Institute, Medical Research Council - UK, Eunice Kennedy Shriver 
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development - USA, United States Agency for International 
Development, and British Academy.

2.4. Researchers’ demographics and collaborations 

The authorship of ECD research in Kenya is relatively balanced in terms of gender. 

Outputs from local sources showed a slight female majority (52%), with women leading in all 
components except health, where men accounted for 53% of authorship (see Figure 3a). On the other 
hand, the overall outputs from international databases showed a complete balance, with variations 
across the components, where male authorship was high in only health (55%) and environment and 
protection (57%) (see Figure 3b).
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Figure 2: Funding status for ECD research
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The authors of the outputs were affiliated with various institutions, including research institutes, 
universities and health centres with research facilities, and ministries. The Kenya Medical Research 
Institute featured prominently, particularly in health and nutrition. Kenyatta University followed, 
contributing mostly to education-focused research. Other institutions such as the University of Nairobi, 
Moi University, and the African Population and Health Research Centre, also played notable roles across 
several components. Overall, research institutes appeared to contribute slightly more than universities, 
especially in health.

Collaboration was a defining aspect of ECD research, although the pattern differs in research outputs 
identified from local and international sources. For those from local sources, 60% resulted from 
in-country collaborations. Regional collaborations were limited, accounting for 8%. Research outputs 
that involved collaboration with authors outside SSA were 23%. 

A different picture emerged when the outputs from international databases was compared to that of 
local sources. Notably, collaboration outside SSA was the most prevalent for outputs from international 
databases, at 68%, compared to only 23% for those from local sources (see Figure 4).

Figure 3: Researchers’ gender by ECD component
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3.0. Policy Recommendations

To enhance ECD research in Kenya and increase visibility and uptake for policy and practice, the 
following key stakeholders can consider these recommendations: 

3.1. Government 
• Increase funding for ECD research. Allocate funding from the national research budget to ECD. 

Encourage local businesses and donor agencies to fund ECD research initiatives, especially 
those targeting marginalised and vulnerable groups. This would ensure the research process 
is locally led and addresses themes and challenges that reflect local agendas and priorities.

• Enhance visibility and accessibility of local ECD research by developing a functional online 
repository at the national or ministerial level. This will also facilitate easy coordination of ECD 
research and alignment with national goals to inform policy and practice.

3.2. NGOs and funders 
• Use funding mechanisms to foster South-South research collaborations; prioritise ECD 

research, particularly on education, environment and protection, play and responsive 
caregiving.

3.3. ECD researchers 
• Address under-researched areas and inequality factors. Prioritise studies on education, 

environment, and protection, play and responsive caregiving. Additionally, integrate inequality 
analyses into ECD research projects, where possible.

• Disclose funding information for published research outputs. With 63% of research not 
reporting funding information, greater transparency would provide valuable insights into 
funding sources and strengthen advocacy efforts for increased investment in Kenya's ECD 
research ecosystem. 
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