
Key messages
1.	 Accelerating Universal Health Coverage (UHC) and strengthening primary 

healthcare systems is key to cutting household health expenses.

2.	 Broadening insurance coverage is vital to shield households from health 
shocks.

3.	 Prioritizing focused poverty reduction is essential for strengthening 
healthcare resilience.
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What’s the issue?
In Kenya's healthcare sector, remarkable strides have been made in improving 
critical health indicators, such as reducing child and maternal mortality rates and 
HIV prevalence. 
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Nevertheless, a substantial challenge looms in healthcare financing, primarily 
characterized by heavy reliance on out-of-pocket payments made by households. This 
financing approach leaves many households economically vulnerable and unable 
to access essential healthcare services. The vulnerability is especially pronounced 
during health emergencies like the COVID-19 pandemic, which led to a decrease in 
healthcare service demand nationwide. 

To safeguard Kenya from the adverse consequences of the pandemic and reinforce 
the healthcare system, the government implemented preventive measures. These 
included curfews, lockdowns, school closures, and travel restrictions, which effectively 
contained the virus's spread. 

However, these measures also disrupted social and economic activities, resulting 
in widespread job losses, food and housing insecurity, and diminished livelihoods, 
particularly among vulnerable populations. These economic implications further 
worsened the challenge of accessing healthcare services, especially within a 
healthcare financing framework heavily reliant on out-of-pocket payment. 
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Why is it important?
In Kenya, the majority of the households are unable to afford health care due to 
financial constraints as demonstrated by a high health finance vulnerability index.  
The existing health financing model that is heavily reliant on out-of-pocket payments, 
therefore, presents a significant barrier to healthcare access. The situation is especially 
critical when the country is faced with a health shock like the recent COVID-19 
pandemic. 

 Developing nations like Kenya are characterized by high poverty and unemployment 
rates further worsening the financial ability of the citizens to afford healthcare. To 
ensure equitable and quality healthcare access to all as envisaged in Sustainable 
Development Goal 3, Kenya must urgently reform its healthcare financing system, 
reducing the burden of out-of-pocket expenses and embracing more sustainable 
funding sources.

Policy options
The Kenyan Constitution, under the Bill of Rights, has made access to equitable 
healthcare a right for every Kenyan, including children. Further, health policy on 
access has been a crucial area of focus to ensure that all citizens can access essential 
healthcare services without financial hardship.   One of the key initiatives in this 
regard has been the pursuit of Universal Health Coverage (UHC), which is aimed at 
providing quality healthcare to all Kenyan citizens. However, while progress has been 
made, the government has yet to achieve 100%  UHC and out-of-pocket spending 
remains high, at double the World Health Organization's (WHO) recommended level.  

In developing nations like Kenya, household health spending is an unsustainable 
burden. The economic challenges faced by the majority of the citizens including high 
poverty and unemployment rates render them highly susceptible to the financial 
vulnerabilities posed by health expenses. Out-of-pocket spending, in particular, 
amplifies this vulnerability, especially in the face of unexpected health shocks.

To break free from the grip of excessive out-of-pocket spending and to ensure that 
affordable healthcare becomes a tangible reality, it is imperative that the government 
dedicates unwavering efforts to fully realize UHC. Without this commitment, the goal 
of reducing out-of-pocket healthcare expenses, and thereby expanding access to 
affordable healthcare, will remain a distant aspiration.
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What should policymakers do?
Fast-Track Universal Health Coverage (UHC): The government should intensify 
efforts for nationwide 100% UHC, as seen in successful counties like Makueni and 
Kitui, which have lower Health Financing Vulnerability Index (HFVI) scores, reducing 
vulnerability to health shocks like COVID-19. 

Revamp Healthcare Financing: We need to reconsider our healthcare financing 
model, currently reliant on out-of-pocket spending. Policymakers should explore 
alternative options, including income-based insurance, to include informal workers 
and broaden coverage. 

Combat Poverty: High poverty rates challenge healthcare financing resilience. 
Prioritizing targeted poverty reduction, particularly in the poverty-stricken 
northeastern counties, is essential. 

Emphasize Primary Health Care (PHC): Placing primary health care at the core is 
crucial. Ensuring access to levels 1, 2, and 3 services before progressing to costlier 
curative care levels can reduce household health expenses
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Mission
To strengthen local capacity for conducting independent, 

rigorous inquiry into the problems facing the management of economies in sub-Saharan Africa.

The mission rests on two basic premises:  that development is more likely to occur where there 
is sustained sound management of the economy, and that such management is more likely to 

happen where there is an active, well-informed group of locally based professional economists 
to conduct policy-relevant research.

Bringing Rigour and Evidence to Economic Policy Making in Africa 

•	 Improve quality. 
•	 Ensure Sustainability. 
•	 Expand influence.

www.aercafrica.org
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