
Informal Education as a Tool for Healthy Choices 
among Slum Youth in Kenya

GEORGE OCHIENG ODALO
Slum Child Foundation
Engyo plaza 1st floor, door 4, Kamunde road off outering road 
PO Box 47714, 00100 Nairobi (Kenya)
With the support of Dianova International
Email: slumchildfoundation@gmail.com

Resumen: Teniendo en cuenta la complejidad del contexto y los determinantes sociales que empujan a 
los jóvenes a consumir drogas en los barrios pobres de Nairobi, el objetivo es demostrar, por medio de 
evidencias concretas, que el  concepto de contrato es una metodología eficaz para prevenir y tratar el 
uso indebido de drogas. Los resultados obtenidos desde las actividades llevadas a cabo por Slum Child 
Foundation en el asentamiento informal de Korogocho también señalan que, cuando se aplica el concepto 
de contrato a los jóvenes, el impacto no solamente los afecta positivamente, sino que llega a sus familias 
y a la comunidad en general.
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Abstract: Understanding the complex background and the social determinants that push youth to approach 
drugs in Nairobi’s slums, this article aims at advocating, through evidence-based programming, that the 
contract concept is an effective methodology for preventing, as well as treating, drug abuse. The data and 
results collected from the practical activities carried out by the Slum Child Foundation operating in the 
informal settlement of Korogocho also point out that when the contract concept is applied to youth the 
impact does not only stay with the direct beneficiaries, but it reaches their families and the community at 
large.
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1. Research Question and Context
According to the Kenyan National Bureau of Statics (KNBS, 2019), in 2018 Kenya had a total estimated 
population of 47.8 million people. Based on the latest Kenya Integrated Household Budget Survey 2015/2016 
(KNBS, 2018), more than half of the country’s population age is between 0 to 19 years old, the largest 
proportion being children between 5 to 9 years old (14.4%), and the second largest being children in the 0 
to 4 years old age group (13.4%). Among these, 8.4% of the children aged between 0 and 17 years old have 
lost at least one of the parents, and most likely have to contribute to the household income. It is calculated 
that 6% of the children between 5 and 9 years old, 15.6% of those aged between 10 and 14 years old and 
32.4% of children between 15 and 19 years old have jobs and form part of the country’s workforce.

Even if Kenya is considered a fairly developed country in Africa and children are an active element in securing 
households’ revenues, still 29.9% of those below 18 years old are moderately stunted, with 36.1% of the 
total population still living below the overall poverty line1.

Despite the struggles it is facing, youth is clearly a prodigious resource for the country and a (potential) 
reservoir of education, skills, energy, creativity and innovation. If engaged productively, youth represents a 
great opportunity to accelerate economic growth. If not, it can become a source of inner conflict, particularly 
if their collective frustrations meet with high political mobilisation (Ngugi, 2019).

Kenya’s capital city, Nairobi, has an estimated population of 4.5 million people (KNBS, 2018), 31.4% of which 
is between 0 and 14 years old. Of these, 4.8% are orphans. Already in 2012 it was estimated that between 
60 and 70% of Nairobi’s residents were living in slums (APHRC, 2014). Nowadays, the informal settlements 
of Kibera, Mathare and Korogocho are housing respectively a probable (but not clearly accountable) number 
of 1 million, 0.5 million and 0.2 million people, respectively. Kibera is currently said to be the largest slum in 
Africa (Austin, 2019).

Slums are characterized by poverty, overcrowding, lack of access to water, as well as exposure to HIV/AIDS 
and sexually transmitted infections (APHRC, 2014). In addition, rape and assaults are common practice. Often 
earning less than a dollar a day, without fix employment and experiencing food insecurity, young people 
living in slums frequently encounter drugs and start using. Alcohol, bhang, heroin, codeine and even cough 
syrup and glue are common among people with limited means (Nyota, 2019). Not surprisingly, Nairobi leads 
among the cities and towns in Kenya that have the highest number of people beginning to use drugs at a 
very young age (NACADA, 2017).

Understanding the complex background and the social determinants that push youth to approach drugs in 
Nairobi’s slums, this article aims at advocating, through evidence-based programming, that the “contract 
concept” is effective in prevention, as well as treatment, of drug abuse. The data and results collected from 
the practical activities carried out by the Slum Child Foundation operating in the informal settlement of 
Korogocho, also point out that, when the contract concept is applied to youth, the impact does not only stay 
with the direct beneficiaries, but it reaches their families and the community at large.

2. Drug and Youth in Kenya: Data and Recommendations
Studies in Kenya indicate that drugs and substance abuse among young people in learning institutions is a 
growing social and public health problem. The alarm has been raised by the latest report (2019) released by 
the National Authority for the Campaign against Alcohol and Drug Abuse (NACADA) in collaboration with the 
Kenya Institute for Public Policy Research and Analysis (KIPPRA) on the Status of drugs and substance abuse 
among primary school pupils in Kenya. The report in fact highlights, among other data, that children start 
assuming drugs at as early as 4 years old (youngest reported age) and that they often get in contact with 
drugs in the school environment. Among primary school pupils, tobacco, alcohol and bhang/cannabis remain 
the most widely known drugs with a prevalence of 89.3%, 83.8% and 77.8%, respectively.
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1. Households and individuals whose monthly adult equivalent total consumption expenditure per person is less than KSh 3,252 in rural and 
peri-urban areas and less than KSh 5,995 in core-urban areas are considered to be overall poor or live in “overall poverty” (KNBS, 2018).



As much as 20.2% of primary school pupils have used at least one drug or substance of abuse in their 
(although short) lifetime. Drugs were available to them at kiosks or shops near school (28.6%), bar near 
school (25.7%), through friends (19.3%), or were purchased from other pupils (13.7%) or even school workers 
(13.6%). Pupils who are accompanying parents to events where alcohol or drug are being served (such as 
alcohol) or circulated (such as tobacco or other drugs) are more likely to start using. Pupils who report that 
alcohol is available in their homes are more likely to start drinking or use other substances that could induce 
dependency and/or abuse (NACADA and KIPPRA, 2019).

Again, based on the report, drugs and substances of abuse are more likely to be used during school holidays 
(30.0%), when children are on their way home from school (22.0%), during weekends (21.0%), and during 
inter-school competitions (20.0%). 

The combination of data raised by the two Kenyan authorities highlight the need to target prevention and 
treatment programmes specifically to children, already from a very tender age, suggesting that a peer-to-peer 
positive methodology might prove effective in assisting pupils with time management and informed-choice 
making during their leisure and recreational time. Considering the institutional gap, it would be preferable 
that various stakeholders, including the Ministry of Education, NACADA, the Department of Children Services 
and all other relevant line ministries joined forces in working together to promote substance use prevention 
interventions not only in schools, but in the larger community. The formulation of school-cantered policies 
should be fast-tracked to target the most at risk population, but such measure should be accompanied 
by evidence-based family strengthening interventions, to reach children where they stand closer to being 
exposed to substance use and abuse. This kind of interventions must also involve parents and guardians 
directly in their workplaces, to inform and educate them about prevention and rescue activities.

3. The Slum Child Foundation
Founded in 2006 and registered in 2008, The Slum Child Foundation is a non-profit social service and 
community-based organization that holds a consultative status with Economic and Social Council of the 
United Nations (ESCOSOC). The Slum Child Foundation works in informal settlements with vulnerable and 
marginalized children, women and youth, upholding their dignity and for the protection of their rights all 
over Kenya. 

The organization draws on the personal experience of its founder, who was born and brought up in the 
informal settlement of Korogocho in Nairobi, Kenya, where the organization was born and currently operates. 
The Slum Child Foundation has extensive experience in social work especially related to the protection of 
slum children and youth on matters related to substance use prevention and abuse, health, education and life 
skills promotion. In these practical aspects, it works through schools and out of schools interventions.

Furthermore, the Slum Child Foundation also represents the voice of the young people and the most 
vulnerable from the global south though advocacy in the global drug policy debate. For example, the founder 
and executive director was involved the civil society hearing during the preparations that led to the United 
Nations General Assembly Special Session and spoke on the world’s drug problem in March 2019 (UNODC 
and VGNOC, 2019). 

4. Programme Methodology: the Slum Smart Ambassadors of 
the Toto Club

Since 2017, the Slum Child Foundation is partnering with Smart International, a Swedish-based organization 
that has been promoting evidenced-based family strengthening programmes in Sweden for the past 20 
years. The partnership initially aimed at creating an evidence-based prevention programme able to use the 
so-called contract concept with the youth of the informal settlement of Korogocho. A specialized training on 
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evidenced-based family strengthening, coupled with a NACADA-provided capacity building on evidence-
based interventions in domestics set up, made it possible for the founder and team to come up with the idea 
of the Slum Smart Ambassadors. 

The Slum Smart Ambassador are an important figure in what the organization has named the Toto Club, a 
weekly children’s club that promotes pure prevention of substance abuse among children and youth aged 
between 6 years to 25 years, through the contract concept.

A contact is established between the club members and a participating child, who agrees to commit to keeping 
off the use of substances for three continuative months, on a renewal bases. Through this commitment the 
child also becomes a Slum Smart Ambassador on substance abuse prevention, by sharing information and 
personal experience with peers (users or non-users). 

The involved children are motivated to return to the club and engage with counsellors and social workers 
who monitor them during their period of abstention by providing guidance and support. During the weekly 
meetings the children talk about their week, share experiences and discuss the successes and challenges 
faced. During discussions, the children provide examples of how they overcame obstacles and share other 
valuable insights with their peers. Because the counsellors and social workers come from the same slum 
where they work, which is also the same slum where the children live, the experience of the Toto Club is very 
open and the atmosphere very friendly and accepting.

The Slum Child Foundation not only engages children, but also works with parents and other family members 
to introduce them to the contract concept and educate them on different modalities they can adopt to support 
their child in his/her ambassadorial mission. The organization also receives children referred by local schools, 
especially for cases of indiscipline that are related to the purchase/sale or use of substances. Referred children 
who are found to be using drugs are fast-tracked for treatment and management, while those who are not 
are engaged in the Toto Club sessions. This system creates connections between the organization and the 
children´s families, so that families can also be engaged on the concept of the programme.

5. Conclusions: objectives, results and future plans
The initial programme of the Toto Club had a few set objectives, which are currently being pursued:

Building the capacity of 50 young persons from Korogocho to become trainers of trainers, in alignment •	
with, and under the understanding of, the international standards of evidence-based drug abuse 
prevention interventions. Specific training is also giving on using the contract concept methodology ;

Promoting Slum Smart Ambassadors in 10 Schools and engage 100 young people in Korogocho, with •	
the aim of delaying substance use intake practices among the local youth;

Strengthening family engagement with 50 direct beneficiaries, involving them in focus group discussion •	
and guiding them to make informed choices about delayed initiation of substance use in their community, 
also through the contract concept;

Engaging 20 stakeholders from the Korogocho’s Stakeholders forum, training them to understand and •	
embrace the international standards of evidence-based drug abuse prevention interventions using the 
contract concept.

As the project has been ongoing for about a year, some results are already tangible. For example, since the 
inception of the program children’s attendance has increased by 60% where mobilization has been through 
the children themselves. The success rate for the children attending the club is very high, spiking at 70% 
recently, with beautiful stories of transformed lifestyles for both the children and their families. 

During home visits and personal interviews, it has been gathered that parents who used to smoke and drink 
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in front of their children have been forced to change the ways they assume substances, due to the evolved 
attitude of the children themselves. So far there is a recorded testimony of 12 parents who were challenged 
by their children and, after receiving from them an explanation about the detrimental and potentially deadly 
effects of drugs and alcohol, decided to quit assuming.

Finally, since the collaboration with schools has started, the signalled cases of indiscipline have reduced from 
70% to 34%.

While the objectives highlighted at the beginning of the project are being attained, there are more ambitious 
project outcomes set for the year 2022:

The capacity building on evidence-based drug abuse prevention interventions is set to reach 600 trainers •	
of trainers in the slums of Korogocho, Mathare and Kibera;

The schools to be reached by the Slum Smart Ambassador are set to 30, with an expected engagement •	
of 30,000 young people in Korogocho, Mathare and Kibera;

The family engagement is set to reach 300 direct beneficiaries;•	

The number of stakeholders to be involved is expanded to 90;•	

An additional 2,000 young people are expected to be reached through positive messages delivered at •	
social concerts;

An additional 600 trainers or trainers from the slums of Korogocho, Mathare and Kibera will be specialized •	
in networking skills to facilitate referrals, smooth coordination in the growing working environment, 
which will surely manifest increased needs and more complex management logics.
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