
KIPPRA Policy Brief No. 37/2023-2024     1 
 

 

No. 37/2023-2024 

Assessing Labour Productivity for Embu County 

By Cecilia Naeku and Esther Irungu 

Overview of the County 

Embu County is a member of the Central Region and Economic Bloc (CEREB). The 
county is a semi-arid county with aridity levels of between 30-84 per cent. The land mass 
of Embu County stands at 2,821 km². It has six Sub-Counties namely: Embu East, Embu 
North, Embu West, Mbeere South, Mbeere North, and Mt. Kenya Forest.  

Key Highlights 

The productivity of Embu is characterised by the following: 

(i) Embu performs well on indicators of quality of labour, but it has a high level of 
stunted children, teenage pregnancies, and low pupil-teacher ratio. Further, the 
youth face a higher level of unemployment and inactivity. 

(ii) The agriculture sector has the highest share of employment, but the low level of 
productivity attributed to dominance of subsistence and low technology farming 
systems, could trap majority in poverty. That said, there are significant potential 
especially in livestock farming that are yet to be exploited.  

(iii) The wholesale and retail trade sub-sector dominates employment in the services 
sector. However, this sector has high levels of informality which contribute to low 
labour productivity. While the dominating retail trade of food and beverages 
indicate linkages with the agriculture and manufacturing, it also implies without 
enhanced productivity in manufacturing and agriculture, growth of the services 
sector can be constrained. 

(iv) Majority of those employed in the manufacturing sector work in low-technology 
sub-sectors such as repair and installation of equipment, manufacture of wood 
products and textiles. Diversifying the manufacturing sector to medium and high 
technology is a pathway to strengthening manufacturing. 

To enhance productivity: 

(i) Improve quality of labour by implementing nutrition interventions that reduce the 
percentage of stunted children; create awareness to reduce teenage pregnancy 
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while supporting the teenage mother to go back to school; and increase the 
pupil-teacher ratio to improve on education and training.  

(ii) Create an enabling environment for MSMEs to especially provide opportunities 
for decent jobs to the youth with such initiatives such as: working closely with the 
national government in implementing the county aggregate industrial parks, 
providing essential infrastructure including the internet connectivity, and 
expanding their access to market.  

(iii) Put in place an agricultural transformation plan to increase agriculture 
productivity. This including preparedness measures including crop insurance to 
mitigate effects of climate change and armyworms; develop the livestock value 
chain to integrate the small farmers to the dairy and leather industry; promote 
value addition; and build skills for farmers to uptake technologies that improve 
productivity.  

Embu County Economic Performance  

Embu County contributes on average 1.6 per cent of the National Gross Value Added 
with an average GVA of Ksh 113,2488 million. The GVA per capita for Embu County is 
Ksh. 186,088with an average population growth rate of 1.4 per cent and overall poverty 
rate of 28.7 per cent. The GVA growth rate for Embu County averaged 2.57 per cent 
in2013-2022 as shown in Figure 1. The highest growth rate was in 2016 at 10.65 per 
cent while the lowest growth rate was in 2014. 

Figure 1: Embu County GVA growth rate 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2023-Gross County Product  

Sectoral Analysis of GVA 

The Service sector is dominant in Embu County with an average contribution to GVA of 
48.29 per cent. The industry sector is second, contributing an average of 26.72 per cent 
to the GVA while the agriculture sector is the third contributing 25.21 per cent as shown 
in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: Contribution of broad sectors to Embu County GVA 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2023-Gross County Product  

Agriculture Sector 

The average growth rate for agriculture sector GVA in 2013-2022 is 13.39 per cent, which 
is above the national average of 12.7 per cent as shown in Figure 3. 

Figure 3: Embu County agriculture GVA growth rate 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2023-Gross County Product  

Maize is the most dominant food crop in Embu County. The hectarage of maize 
harvested fluctuated over the years and so has maize production. A significant decline in 
the maize production and hectarage of maize harvested was in 2016 due to armyworm 
invasion in the African region as shown in Figure 4.  
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Figure 4 : Maize production and area of maize harvested 

 

Data source: National Information Platform for Food and Nutrition (NIPFN)  

Livestock production in Embu County is on a smaller scale compared to crop production. 
The most common types of livestock in the county are beef cattle and meat goat. Poultry 
production is dominated by indigenous chicken. Despite having a lower percentage of 
dairy cattle, milk has the highest total value in the county, and beef and poultry meat also 
have relatively higher values. Goat meat has a relatively lower value despite the higher 
percentage of goat meat kept as shown in Figure 5. The county also does not have a 
marketed value of hides and skins which is attributable to lower livestock production. 

Figure 5 : Livestock production statistics 
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Data source: National Information Platform for Food and Nutrition (NIPFN)  

Industry Sector 

The average growth rate of industry sector is 5.83 per cent, which is below the national 
average of 10.58 per cent as shown in Figure 6. Electricity supply is the main sector in 
the industry sector in Embu. Hence the erratic growth rate in the industry sector is 
attributable to drought episodes that also affect the water levels in the Seven Forks Dam 
affecting the output from the electricity supply sector. 

Figure 6: Embu County industry sector GVA growth rate 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2023-Gross County Product  

The electricity supply dominates the industry sector as shown in Figure 7. Embu County 
hosts Seven Forks Dam, which provides the bulk of hydropower electricity in the country. 
Despite the dominance of the electricity supply sector, the construction sector has been 
growing over the years, increasing their share of GVA in the second county regimes. This 
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can be attributed to increased urbanization and investments in essential infrastructure 
such as roads and public buildings by both the national and county governments. 

Figure 7: Contribution of industry sub-sectors to the industry sector GVA 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2023-Gross County Product  

Services Sector  

The average growth rate of service sector is 10.06 per cent, which is below the national 
average of 11.13 per cent as shown in Figure 8. 

Figure 8 : Embu County services sector GVA growth rate 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2023-Gross County Product  

The transport and storage services dominate the services sector with the highest 
contribution to service GVA at an average of 32.09 per cent and 37.47 per cent in the 
first and second county government regimes respectively as shown in Figure 9.  
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Figure 9 : Contribution of sub-sectors to services sector GVA 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2023-Gross County Product  

Quantity and Quality of Labour for Embu County 

The County has a total of 379,412 working-age population, which is about 62.34 per cent 
of the total county population. Most of the working-age population is aged 35-64 years 
at 45.13 per cent as indicated in Table 1. 

Table 1 : Distribution of the working-age population by age categories 
 Working 
age 
population 

Male Female Total Per centage 
of total 
working age 
population 
(%) 

15-17 20,609 19,857 40,466 10.67 

18 –24 38,533 37,306 75,839 19.99 

25-34 46,405 45,489 91,894 24.22 

35-64 85,983 85,230 171,213 45.13 

Total  191,530 187,882 379,412  

Data Source: KNBS (2019), Kenya Population and Health Census - KPHC 2019  

Most of the population in Embu sub-counties are persons in the working age categories. 
Embu West sub-county has the highest per centage of persons of working age at 67.01 
per cent.  

In most of the sub-counties of Embu County the youthful working ages18-34 years are 
the majority, except Embu East and Embu North sub-counties whose majority of the 
working age population are aged 35-64 years. Embu West has the highest youthful 
working-age population at 49.09 per cent whereas Embu East has the highest in the 35-
64 years category at 50.14 per cent as shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2 : Sub- County distribution of working-age population by age category 
Sub- County Total 

population 
Working age population categories Working age 

population (15-
64) as a per 
centage of the 
total sub-
county 
population  

15-17 18 –24 25 –34 35-64 

Embu East 129,562 8,319 
(10.17) 

14,769 
(18.06) 

17,680 
(21.62) 

41,002 
(50.14) 

81,770 
(31.65) 

Embu North 79,553 5,075 
(9.92)  

9,333 
(18.25) 

11,202 
(21.90) 

25,532 
(49.92) 

51,142 
(64.29) 

Embu West 127,091 6,861 
(8.06) 

18,286 
(21.47) 

23,521 
(27.62) 

36,500 
(42.86) 

85,168 
(67.01) 

Mbeere South 163,470 12,099 
(12.29) 

20,384 
(20.70) 

24,080 
(24.45) 

41,913 
(42.56) 

98,476 
(60.24) 

Mbeere North 108,877 8,112 
(12.91) 

13,067 
(20.80) 

15,401 
(24.51) 

26,255 
(41.78) 

62,835 
(57.71) 

Mt. Kenya Forest 22 0 
(0.00) 

0 
(0.00) 

10 
(47.62) 

11 
(52.38) 

21 
(95.45) 

Data Source: KNBS (2019), Kenya Population and Health Census - KPHC 2019  

Most of the socio-economic indicators that affect the quality of labour in Embu County 
performed higher than the National Average. However, interventions are needed to 
reduce the percentage of stunted children, and the percentage of teenage pregnancy 
increase the pupil-teacher ratio and reduce food poverty and child poverty as reported in 
Table 3. 

Table 3: Human capital indicators 
 Human capitaI indicators County  National 

average 
Literacy rate (2019) 86.10 78.41 
Pre-primary net enrolment rate (2019) 77.56 67.51 
Primary school net enrolment rate (2020) 87.10 77.72 
Secondary school net enrolment rate (2020) 75.90  54.18 
Average years of schooling (2014) 8.50 7.78 
Percentage of children 12 -23 months fully 
vaccinated (2022) 

85.50 74.97 

Percentage of stunted children (2022) 19.90 19.75 
Percentage of teenage pregnancy (2022) 14.40 15.79 
Primary to secondary transition rates (2020) 90.00 86.13 
Pupil teacher ratio (primary school) (2020) 23.00 28.28 
Food poverty head count (%) (2021) 22.50 33.63 
Child poverty head count (%) (2021) 28.60 42.67 

 Source: KDHS 2022, KPHC 2019, Basic Education Statistical Booklet, 2019, 2021 
KNBS Kenya Poverty Report 

Most of the essential infrastructure and indicators that support the production of county 
output are above the national average in Embu County. However, interventions are 
needed to improve access to the internet in schools as shown in Table 4. 

Table 4: Essential infrastructure and capital indicators 
 Essential infrastructure indicators County  National 

average 
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Percentage of households with access to 
electricity (2019) 

47.00 38.52 

Rural Access Index (2018) 86.22 63.72 
Access to improved sanitation (2018) 98.00 59.04 
Access to improved water (2018) 65.90 65.33 
Distribution of population using the internet 
(2019) 

22.10 18.69 

The proportion of primary schools with Internet 
(2020) 

23.20 27.65 

The proportion of secondary schools with 
functional Internet (2020) 

34.40 35.13 

Percentage of households by housing material 
composite-finished materials(adequate) (2019) 

73.46 51.71 

Financial inclusion level (2021) 87.70 81.01 
Percentage of households using bank usage 
(overall) 

44.90 38.18 

Percentage of households using mobile money 83.90 78.58 

Data Sources: KRB 2018, KPHC 2019, FinAccess 2021, KDHS 2015/16, Basic 
Education Statistical Booklet, 2020 

County Employment Status 

The employment to population ratio for Embu County is at 73.43 per cent. Most of the 
employed population is aged 35-64 years at 41.24 per cent and the youthful working 
population of aged 18-34 years is about 31.12 per cent as shown in Table 5. The 
percentage of the employed by gender is 51.92 per cent for male and 52.29 per cent for 
female. The unemployment rate is at 5.16 per cent with unemployment being higher for 
those 18-34 years at 3.19 per cent as compared to the non-youth (35-64 years) at 1.87 
per cent. The percentage of persons working between the ages of 5–14 years and 15-
17 years is 1.27 per cent and 1.28 per cent respectively indicating low levels of child 
labour. Inactivity rate is higher for the youth (15-24 years) as this age category is still 
schooling. It is low for persons of prime age (25-64 years) which indicates high labour 
utilization.  

Table 5 : Embu County employment statistics 
 Employment statistics Youth  Non youth 
Employment to population ratio (%) 31.12 41.24 
Unemployment rate  3.19 1.87 
Percentage of persons 5–17 years old working 2.55 - 
Inactivity rate 22.41 5.06 

Data Source: Data Source: KNBS (2019), Kenya Population and Health Census - KPHC 
2019 

Sectoral Employment 

The agriculture sector is the highest employer in Embu County at 71.61 per cent followed 
by the services sector at 21.90 per cent, while the industry sector employs only 6.49 per 
cent of the working population as shown in Figure 10. 
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Figure 10: Percentage of persons employed in the broad sectors 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2021- Kenya Continuous Household Survey 

Agriculture Sector  

Crop production has the highest share of employment in Embu County. Coffee, tea, 
macadamia, and miraa are the main cash crops while the main food crops grown in the 
county are maize, beans, cowpeas, and green grams as shown in Figure 12. 

Figure 11 : Percentage share of employment in agriculture sub-sectors 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2021- Kenya Continuous Household Survey 

Industry Sector Employment 

The majority of those working in the industry sector are in the construction of buildings 
as shown in Figure 12. 

71.61

21.90

6.49

0.00
10.00
20.00
30.00
40.00
50.00
60.00
70.00
80.00

Agriculture Services Industry

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f p
er

so
ns

 
em

pl
oy

ed
 in

 th
e 

br
oa

d 
se

ct
or

s 

Broad Sectors

47.08

0.87

14.59

0.84 0.35
0

10

20

30

40

50

Crop Production Livestock production Mixed Farming Fishing/fish farming paid farm labour

Pe
rc

en
at

ge
 s

ha
re

 o
f 

em
pl

oy
m

en
t 

Agriculture Sub-sectors



KIPPRA Policy Brief No. 37/2023-2024     11 
 

Figure 12: Percentage of persons employed in the industry sectors 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2021- Kenya Continuous Household Survey 

A disaggregation of employment in manufacturing shows that the majority of those 
employed in the sector, work in low-technology manufacturing sub-sectors of repair and 
installation and manufacture of wood products and textiles as shown in Figure 13. 

Figure 13 : Percentage of persons employed in manufacturing sub-sectors 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2021- Kenya Continuous Household Survey 

Services Sector Employment 

The majority of those working in the services sector are in wholesale and retail trade, 
followed by the transport and storage sub-sector as indicated in Figure 14.  
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Figure 14: Percentage of persons employed in the service sector 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2021- Kenya Continuous Household Survey 

The retail sale of food and beverages dominates employment in the wholesale and retail 
trade sub-sector. This indicates linkages with the agriculture and manufacturing sectors 
as they serve as an intermediary between the sectors and the consumers as shown in 
Figure 15. 

Figure 15 : Percentage of persons employed in the wholesale and retail trade; 
repair of motor vehicle sub-sectors 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2021- Kenya Continuous Household Survey 

In the transport and storage sector, the majority of those employed are in the urban and 
suburban passenger land transport as shown below in Figure 16. 
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Figure 16: Percentage of persons employed in the transport and storage sub-
sectors 

 

Data Source: KNBS 2021- Kenya Continuous Household Survey 

Labour Productivity  

Embu County's labour productivity is 0.37 per cent which is higher than the national 
average of 0.35 per cent as shown in Figure 17.  

Figure 17: Labour productivity ratios (millions) 

 

Data Source: Author’s computation using KNBS 2023-Gross County Product and KNBS 
2021- Kenya Continuous Household Survey 

In Embu County the industry sector has the highest labour productivity at 1.93 per cent, 
followed by the services sector at 1.08 per cent and the agriculture sector at 0.18 per 
cent as indicated in Figure 18. 
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Figure 18: Labour productivity by sectors 

 

Data Source: Author’s computation using KNBS 2023-Gross County Product and KNBS 
2021- Kenya Continuous Household Survey 

Agriculture Productivity 

In agriculture sector, maize productivity has been declining over the years as the 
hectarage of maize harvested showed fluctuations as shown in Figure 19. The highest 
declines were in 2016 and 2017 which is attributable to the fall armyworm invasion that 
affected Africa as a region and the 2016/17 drought.  

Figure 19 : Maize yield (MT/HA) 

 

Data source: National Information Platform for Food and Nutrition (NIPFN)  

Industry Sector Labour Productivity 

A disaggregation of labour productivity in the industry sector reveals that in Embu County, 
the construction sub-sector had relatively higher labour productivity as shown in Figure 
20.  
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Figure 20: Labour productivity by industry sectors 

 

Data Source: Author’s computation using KNBS 2023-Gross County Product and KNBS 
2021- Kenya Continuous Household Survey 

Services Sector Labour Productivity  

In the services sector, the real estate sector had relatively higher labour productivity. The 
wholesale and retail trade sub-sector which had the highest employment in the services 
sector had relatively lower labour productivity as shown in Figure 21. 

Figure 21: Labour productivity in services sub-sectors 

 

Data Source: Author’s computation using KNBS 2023-Gross County Product and KNBS 
2021- Kenya Continuous Household Survey 

Key Messages 

(i) Although most of the socio-economic indicators that affect the quality of labour in 
Embu County performed higher than the National Average there is need for 
interventions to reduce the percentage of stunted children and the percentage of 
teenage pregnancy increase the pupil-teacher ratio. 
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(ii) The employment to population ratio for Embu County is at 73.43 per cent while 
unemployment rate is at 5.16 per cent, indicating high labour utilization. However, 
youth face a higher level of unemployment and inactivity. 

(iii) The agriculture sector has the highest share of employment in Embu County 
despite lower share of County GVA when compared to the services sector. This 
indicates low transfer of labour from agriculture to the other sectors. 

(iv) Wholesale and retail trade sub-sector dominates employment in the services 
sector. However, this sector has high levels of informality which contribute to low 
labour productivity. 

(v) Retail trade of food and beverages sub-sector dominates the wholesale and retail 
trade indicating linkages with the agriculture and manufacturing. 

(vi) Majority of those employed in the manufacturing sector work in low-technology 
sub-sectors such as repair and installation, manufacture of wood products and 
textiles. 

(vii) Labour productivity in the agriculture sector is the lowest which can be explained 
by the dominance of subsistence, low technology farming systems. Maize yields 
have been declining over the years despite the area under maize production 
remaining constant.  

Policy Recommendations 

(i) Improve quality of labour by implementing nutrition interventions that reduce the 
percentage of stunted children; create awareness to reduce teenage pregnancy 
while supporting the teenage mother to go back to school; and increase the 
pupil-teacher ratio to improve on education and training.  

(ii) Create an enabling environment for MSMEs to especially provide opportunities 
for decent jobs to the youth with such initiatives such as: working closely with the 
national government in implementing the county aggregate industrial parks, 
providing essential infrastructure including the internet connectivity, and 
expanding their access to market.  

(iii) Put in place an agricultural transformation plan to increase agriculture 
productivity. This including preparedness measures including crop insurance to 
mitigate effects of climate change and armyworms; develop the livestock value 
chain to integrate the small farmers to the dairy and leather industry; promote 
value addition; and build skills for farmers to uptake technologies that improve 
productivity.  
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