
Investigating ‘slum’ households

October 2022



AGENDA

1 |

1. THE SDG DEFINTION OF A ‘SLUM HOUSEHOLD’

2. UNPACKING THE DEFINITION USING DATA FROM THE DHS

3. DOES DATA CHANGE OUR VIEW OF THE PROBLEM?



The population living in slums is the proportion of the urban population living in slum households and was originally 
adopted in the Millennium Development Goal Target 7D. The successor and current framework, the Sustainable 
Development Goals, considers housing affordability (adequate housing) to complement the definition of slums/informal 
settlements.

https://sdg-tracker.org/cities
https://www.undp.org/sustainable-development-goals
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MAKE CITIES INCLUSIVE, SAFE, RESILIENT AND SUSTAINABLE

4.2
billion

In 2018, 4.2 billion people 
(55% of worlds 
population) lived in cities. 
By 2050, the urban 
population is expected to 
reach 6.5 billion

828
million

828 million people are 
estimate to live in slums, 
and the number is rising

90
percent

In the coming decades 
90% of urban expansion 
will be in the developing 
world

“The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were adopted by 
the United Nations in 2015 as a universal call to action to end 
poverty, protect the planet, and ensure that by 2030 all people 
enjoy peace and prosperity.”

https://sdg-tracker.org/cities


Informal settlements are usually seen as synonymous with slums but in their actual 
definitions they differ slightly. SDG indicator 11.1.1 focuses specifically on the proportion 
of the urban population living in slums

Source: Metadata-11-01-01.pdf
https://sdg-tracker.org/cities
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There are three types of housing included in the definition of 
the indicator and each differ slightly in their definition

DEFINITION OF SDG INDICATOR 11.1.1
“The proportion of urban population living in slums, 

informal settlements or inadequate housing” However, the description, 
and actual indicator name 
refer specifically to ‘slums’

Slums
Informal 

settlements
Inadequate 

housing

Access to water X X X

Access to sanitation X X X

Sufficient living 
area, overcrowding

X X

Structural quality, 
durability and 
location

X X X

Security of tenure X X X

Affordability X

Accessibility X

Cultural adequacy X

Urban population living in slums

file:///C:/Users/Jessica%20Smith/OneDrive/71point4/Clients/CAHF/Data_Agenda_2021/5.0_Indicator%20storyboards/Slums/Slum%20blog/Metadata-11-01-01.pdf


A universal definition can provide a common point of reference. The SDG definition of a 
‘slum household’ is commonly used

THE SDG DEFINITION OF A ‘SLUM HOUSEHOLD’
In 2002, the UN-Habitat, 
the United Nations 
Statistics Division and the 
Cities Alliance agreed that 
if inhabitants suffer one 
or more of the following 
household deprivations 
they are then classified as 
living in a 'slum 
household’ 

Lack of sufficient living area 

“A dwelling unit provides 
sufficient living area for the 
household members if no more 
than three people share the 
same habitable room” (3 is the 
maximum) 

Lack of access to improved 

sanitation facilities 
“Improved sanitation facilities have an 
excreta disposal system that 
separates human waste from human 
contact”

Lack of access to improved 

water sources 
“Improved drinking water is 
protected from outside 
contamination, in particular from 
faecal matter” 

Lack of housing durability 

“A house is considered as 'durable' if 
it is built on a non-hazardous 
location and has a permanent and 
adequate structure able to protect 
its inhabitants from the extremes of 
climatic conditions”

Lack of security of tenure 

“Secure tenue is the right of 
all individuals and groups to 
effective protection by the 
State against forced 
evictions”

Make cities and 
human 
settlements 
inclusive, safe, 
resilient and 
sustainable

Sources: Metadata-11-01-01.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal11
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Make cities and 
human 
settlements 
inclusive, safe, 
resilient and 
sustainable

Sources: Metadata-11-01-01.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal11

Security of tenure plays a major role in the slum debate with 
households living under constant threat of being forcefully 

evicted. This is a serious barrier to inhabitants investing in their 
own homes or planning their lives. However, there is little data on 
security of tenure in the official statistics of most countries or in 
UN Habitat records. Therefore, as a rule, the UN Habitat slum 
definition is operationalised solely on the first four criteria

file:///C:/Users/Jessica%20Smith/OneDrive/71point4/Clients/CAHF/Data_Agenda_2021/5.0_Indicator%20storyboards/Slums/Slum%20blog/Metadata-11-01-01.pdf


TENURE STATUS

The DHS contains some data on title deeds data for two out of the four countries. In those 
countries, very few slum households have title deeds. It is not clear what other evidence of 
ownership they have and what mechanisms they use to protect their property rights
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MALES LIVING IN ‘SLUM HHs’ THAT OWN 

GHANA (2014) KENYA (2014) NIGERIA (2018)UGANDA (2016)

% MALES WHO LIVE IN ‘SLUM 
HH’ THAT HAVE A TITLE DEED

DATA NOT AVAILABLE

DATA NOT AVAILABLE

DATA NOT AVAILABLE

DATA NOT AVAILABLE

Do you own this or any other house either 
alone or jointly with someone else?

Do you have a title deed 
for any house you own?

FEMALES LIVING IN ‘SLUM HHs’ THAT OWN

TITLE DEED

% FEMALES WHO LIVE IN ‘SLUM 
HH’ THAT HAVE A TITLE DEED

18% 42% 47% 29%

13% 29% 26% 12%

26%

21%

28%

20%
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Lack of sufficient living area 

“A dwelling unit provides sufficient living 
area for the household members if no 
more than three people share the same 
habitable room” (3 is the maximum) 

OVERCROWDING



According to the DHS, across urban Ghana, Kenya, Uganda and Nigeria, around 20% of 
households live in over-crowded conditions

In the MDG Target 7.D*, the threshold for overcrowding additionally included a minimum room size of 4sqm
*MDG Target 7.D is to achieve, by 2020, a significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers
Metadata-11-01-01.pdf9 |

GHANA

(2014)

KENYA

(2014)

NIGERIA

(2018)

UGANDA

(2016)

5%

40%

37%

10%

5%

4%

<1

1 - 1.9

2 - 3

3.1  - 4

4.1 - 5

5.1 +

NUMBER OF PEOPLE PER SLEEPING ROOM
(all urban households)

3%

36%

40%

12%

5%

4%

4%

34%

41%

12%

5%

4%

7%

34%

36%

12%

6%

5%

THRESHOLD OF 
OVERCROWDING

file:///C:/Users/Jessica%20Smith/OneDrive/71point4/Clients/CAHF/Data_Agenda_2021/5.0_Indicator%20storyboards/Slums/Slum%20blog/Metadata-11-01-01.pdf
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Lack of access to improved 
sanitation facilities

SANITATION

“Improved sanitation facilities have an 
excreta disposal system that separates 
human waste from human contact”



Pit latrines are the most commonly-used sanitation facility for urban households 
in Ghana, Kenya and Uganda
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Flush to pit latrine

Flush to piped sewer 
system

Flush to septic tank

Flush to don't  know 
where

Pit latrine - ventilated 
improved pit

Pit latrine with slab

13%

22%

5%

1%

37%

20%

13%

5%

1%

16%

28%

2%

7%

1%

0%

14%

7%

27%

14%

0%

23%

32%

Only 7% of urban  
households make 

use of a flush 
system in Uganda 

Composting toilet 0% 1%

48%

0%

9% 21%

0%

3%

GHANA (2014) KENYA (2014) NIGERIA (2018)UGANDA (2016)

IMPROVED 

UNIMPROVED 

Improved sanitation 
facilities hygienically 

separate human 
waste from human 

contact while 
unimproved

sanitation facilities 
do not

No facility/bush

Other

Bucket toilet

Flush to somewhere else 

Pit latrine without 

slab/open pit 

Hanging toilet/latrine

7%

1%

5%

0%

0%

0%

85%

19%

0%

0%

0%

0%

1%

7%

0%

1%

0%

1%

0% 0%

1% 2% 15% 15% of urban 
households in 
Nigeria do not 

have 
sanitation 

facilities at all

1%

25%

“What kind of toilet facility do members 
of your household usually use?”
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Lack of access to improved 
water sources

WATER

“Improved drinking water is protected 
from outside contamination, in 
particular from faecal matter” 
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Improved drinking water 

sources are protected from 

outside contamination, and 

from faecal matter in 

particular, while unimproved

sources have no protection 

against contamination.

14% 13%

39%

8%

5%

0%

0%

1%

70%

4%

7%

3%

3%

4%

54% 13%

20%

1%

0%

2%

41%

2%

4%

1%

43% 0% 0% 18%

Nearly half of 
the urban 

households in 
Ghana use 

sachet water  

More than half 
of urban 

households in 
Uganda have 

access to piped 
water 

41% urban  
households in 
Nigeria obtain 
their drinking 
water from a 
tube well or 

borehole  

Piped water

Tube well/borehole

Protected well/spring

Rainwater

Tanker truck/cart

Bottled water

Sachet water

70% of urban  
households  in 

Kenya have access 
to piped water 

GHANA (2014) KENYA (2014) NIGERIA (2018)UGANDA (2016)

Unprotected well/spring

Surface water

Other

1%

1%

0%

3%

4%

2%

5%

2%

4%

4%

1% 0%

IMPROVED 

UNIMPROVED 

The majority of urban households across the four countries have an improved water source

“What is the main source of 
drinking water for members of 

your household?”
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Lack of housing durability

DURABILITY

“A house is considered as 'durable' if it is 
built on a non-hazardous location and 
has a permanent and adequate structure 
able to protect its inhabitants from the 
extremes of climatic conditions”
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GHANA (2014) KENYA (2014) NIGERIA (2018)UGANDA (2016)

% URBAN HOUSEHOLDS THAT HAVE FINISHED WALLS, ROOF AND FLOOR

99%

1%

0%

Finished

Natural

Rudimentary

84%

16%

0%

92%

8%

0%

98%

1%

0%

90%

3%

7%

Finished

Natural

Rudimentary

70%

12%

18%

76%

4%

20%

91%

1%

7%

98%

1%

1%

Finished

Natural

Rudimentary

98%

2%

0%

75%

25%

0%

88%

12%

0% There is no survey data on 
whether the dwelling is 

built on a hazardous 
location. This component 

of the definition is 
therefore not included in 

the analysis of slum 
dwellings

Durable housing is officially 

defined as housing that has a 

roof, walls and floor made of 

finished, durable materials

ROOF

WALLS

FLOOR

In all urban households across the four countries, the percentage of dwellings where floors, 
roofs and walls are constructed by finished materials is high. Where the dwelling is 
characterised as a slum it is because the materials used for walls OR the roof OR the floor are 
natural / rudimentary 

Roof

Finished: asbestos/slate roofing sheets, calamine/cement 
fibre/cement, ceramic tiles, metal/zinc, roofing shingles, 
wood, iron sheets, concrete
Natural: no roof, thatch/palm leaf/grass/dung/mud
Rudimentary: cardboard, palm/bamboo, rustic mat, 
wood planks, tin cans

Floor

Finished: cement, cement screed, concrete, stones, 
ceramic/marble/porcelain tiles, linoleum/rubber 
carpet, parquet/polished wood, vinyl/asphalt strips, 
woollen carpets/synthetic carpets, bricks
Natural: dung, earth/sand
Rudimentary: wood planks, palm/bamboo

Walls

Finished: bricks, burnt/unburnt bricks with cement, cement/cement blocks, 
covered adobe, stone with lime/cement, wood planks/shingles 
Natural: cane/palm/trunks, dirt/mud/sod, grass, no walls, thatch/straw
Rudimentary: bamboo with mud, cardboard, plywood, reused wood, stone 
with mud, uncovered adobe, iron sheets, burnt/unburnt bricks with mud, 
poles with mud, unburnt bricks with plaster
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What % of urban 
households are 

considered to be 
‘slum’ households? 



28% 30% 26% 31%

7%
17% 18%

12%

1% 6% 8% 4%

0% 1% 1% 1%

Some slum households face more than one deprivation concurrently. Interestingly, in all 
four countries the majority of slum households experience one deprivation
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NUMBER OF DEPRIVATIONS PER COUNTRY

% of urban household considered to 
be a ‘slum household’

(suffer from 1 or more deprivations) 36% 54% 52% 48%

4

3

1

2

% OF ‘SLUM HOUSEHOLDS’ PER COUNTRY AND THE NUMBER OF DEPRIVATIONS SUFFERED

GHANA (2014) KENYA (2014) NIGERIA (2018)UGANDA (2016)



Because of data limitations with regard to security of tenure, the UN operationalises its definition of 
a ‘slum household’ on the first four criteria. DHS data across four selected countries in Africa 
indicates that almost half of urban households are considered to be ‘slum households’
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GHANA

(2014)

KENYA

(2014)

NIGERIA

(2018)

UGANDA

(2016)

19%

13%

3%

11%

21%

23%

9%

34%

21%

27%

8%

31%

22%

26%

8%

15%

% OF URBAN HOUSEHOLDS CONSIDERED TO BE A SLUM HOUSEHOLD
(suffer from 1 or more deprivations)

36% 54% 52% 48%

Which of these challenges can the 
market solve? What would need to 
be in place for market solutions to 

work?

Household is overcrowded

Unimproved sanitation

Unimproved water

Either walls, floor or roof are constructed 
using rudimentary or natural materials
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Who are the people 
living in ‘slum’ 
households?



50%

24%

11%

11%

3%

35%

39%

11%

11%

3%

According to the DHS, ‘slum households’ are typically inhabited by nuclear families or extended families. 
In some countries one person households are also common with 20%-30% of these households being 
female
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WHO LIVES IN SLUM HOUSEHOLDS?

Source: DHS. Note: Nuclear families include households with a spouse and children only, extended families include households where there is any relation other than a spouse or child (for the 
household includes the household heads grandparent, grandchild, sibling, in-laws etc.). A single parent family includes a household head and children only (no spouse), a husband-and-wife 
household is a head and spouse/partner

GHANA

(2014)

KENYA

(2014)

NIGERIA

(2018)

UGANDA

(2016)

35%

28%

14%

19%

4%

Nuclear family

Extended family

Single parent

One person

household

Husband and

wife/wives

35%

26%

12%

22%

5%

HOUSEHOLD 
STRUCTURE

4.1 4.1 4.6 5.1AVERAGE HH SIZE 

% OF ONE PERSON HH THAT 
ARE FEMALE 20%28% 30% 34%



62%

31%

7%

According to the DHS, more than half of households who live in slums are in the urban B40. Additionally, over 20% of 
these ‘slum households’ have at least one child under five years old living in them. The vast majority of adults living 
in ‘slum households’ are currently working although there is no data in the DHS on sectors of employment
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WHO LIVES IN SLUM HOUSEHOLDS?

Source: DHS
Note: children include those individuals aged 5 and under
*many non-responses for females in Kenya (unsure of reason why this is) so these were filtered out

58%

35%

7%

B40

M40

T20

59%

36%

6%

59%

33%

8%

URBAN WEALTH 
SEGMENT

B40: bottom 40% of income earners
M40: middle 40% of income earners
T20: top 20% of income earners

% MALES WHO 
LIVE IN ‘SLUM HH’

% FEMALES WHO 
LIVE IN ‘SLUM HH’

CURRENTLY 
WORKING

GHANA (2014) KENYA (2014) NIGERIA (2018)UGANDA (2016)

74%

80%

61%

85%

68%

93%

68%

84%

Has you worked in the last 7 days 
(apart from own housework)?
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Thinking further 
about the 

definition...



The piece of the definition that refers to access to sanitation facilities does not consider 
when households have to share these facilities with other households or even the wider 
community

Source: Demographic and Health Survey 23 |

GHANA 
(2014)

KENYA 
(2014)

NIGERIA 
(2018)

UGANDA 
(2016)

73%82% 74% 60%

Cannot see how many 
people share the 

facility in the DHS data 
but this is also 

something to consider

IMPROVED SANITATION FACILITY BUT SHARED WITH OTHERS



Households may have access to an “improved” water source but this may have other 
issues which could put people’s health at risk and negatively impact their lived 
experiences, both of which are not taken into account in the definition

Source: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3967570/
24 |

“IMPROVED” WATER BUT NOT NECESSARILY ADEQUATE

STORAGE? QUALITY OF PIPED WATER? CONSISTENCY OF WATER SUPPLY? COST OF WATER?



In Ghana, 43% of urban households use sachet water as their main source of drinking 
water. This is considered improved according to the definition however, the number of 
‘slum households’ changes significantly if it is considered unimproved

Source: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3967570/
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SHOULD SACHET WATER BE CONSIDERED AN “IMPROVED” SOURCE?

GHANA

(2014)

19%

13%

11%

Household is overcrowded

Unimproved sanitation

Unimproved water

Either walls, floor or roof are

constructed using rudimentary

or natural  materials

67%

If sachet water is reclassified

If sachet water is reclassified 
as unimproved the % of 
‘slum households’ in Ghana 
increases by 31% 

19%

13%

11%

46%
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A need for definitions, but beware the pitfalls!
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“The term ‘slum’ has had a 
distinctly negative 
connotation since it was first 
used in the 19th century.  
Today, it is still a word that 
conjures up strong images of 
poverty, misery, danger and 
decay”

• The main issue is that the term universalizes. “There is no one 
term that can describe the diversity of disadvantaged low-
income settlement types. Every community is the product of 
historical and geographical influences.”

• “Most of the definitions do not solely refer to the physical 
living conditions of residents in a spatial environment but 
includes perceptions about the social life and environment of 
the inhabitants which are usually negative”

• ‘Slums’ are heterogenous, constantly changing complex 
communities which have blurred boundaries making it near
impossible for them to be defined by a single, permanent 
definition

Substandard
/poor 
housing

Unsanitary/
poor living 
conditions

Criminals 
and drug 
usage

“An oversimplified definition, that does not clearly distinguish 
the physical features of the slum from the living conditions 
and characteristics of its inhabitants, bears the danger of 
stigmatizing these urban inhabitants that live in slums” 

PROBLEMS WITH DEFINING A ‘SLUM’ IN THIS WAY

SOPHIATOWN
(the weaponization of the slum classification)

“Sophiatown was not a slum, although living
conditions were certainly poor for the African
majority working-class. It also boasted a slum yard
counterculture. The population density, the poverty,
and the relatively light enforcement of influx
controls fostered the rise of gangs.”

“The Slum Clearance Act (1934) enabled municipalities
to forcibly remove people who were settled in areas
that were considered to be ‘slums’. Thus, by
proclaiming certain non-White areas as 'slums',
these areas could be condemned, and people
moved with overtly 'non-racial' motives.”

https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/legislation-dissent-and-violence-sophiatown-under-apartheid
https://www.ajol.info/index.php/hts/article/view/212437/200343
https://d-nb.info/1045178977/34
https://psmag.com/social-justice/a-case-for-retiring-the-word-slum

https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/legislation-dissent-and-violence-sophiatown-under-apartheid
https://www.ajol.info/index.php/hts/article/view/212437/200343
https://d-nb.info/1045178977/34


Analysing data around housing conditions and access to services can help to identify key issues and 
potential solutions. Various approaches have been used to improve ‘slum’ conditions ranging from a 
full upgrading approach to more incremental approaches that target specific issues
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HOW TO ADDRESS THE CHALLENGE OF ‘SLUMS’REBUILD APPROACH

Skat Consulting, SDC PROECCO and City of 
Kigali 

Participatory upgrading in unplanned settlement

In 2017, Skat Consulting partnered with the City 
of Kigali to consolidate 3 plots and construct a 
storied multifamily building.

PROJECT OBJECTIVE

Demonstrate mechanism for consolidating individual parcels for the construction 

of a multi-family code-compliant building in an informal settlement. 

METHODOLOGY

The City of Kigali consolidated 3 parcels into a single 600 m2 plot. Prior to 

demolition, plots were evaluated by members of the Institute of Real Property 

Valuers (IRPV) to determine the value of their land and structures. Owners were 

given the equivalent cash value of their properties in dwelling units in the new 

building. 

Through participatory meetings, the residents reached a consensus on the 

replotting of their parcels and distribution of units in new multifamily buildings.  

The aim of the replotting is to densify the neighbourhood.

TECHNOLOGY

Made in Rwanda environment-friendly ceramic bricks and blocks were used to 

build a RCC-reinforced rowlock bond cavity wall load bearing structure with a 

construction cost of 250-270 USD per m2, which is 30% cheaper than the 

common cement block and traditional brick walling systems.   

RESULT

• Before transformation : 3 owner-occupied parcels with 5 households in 

improved mud brick houses 

• After transformation : 10 dwelling units (built in 2 phases) of 16, 33, 48 and 

66m2
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INCREMENTAL APPROACH

EARTHENABLE
Low-cost flooring and walling solutions

REINVENT THE TOILET CHALLENGE
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation put on this challenge to address the global sanitation issue

Potential solutions

Goals
• Remove harmful pathogens from human waste

and recover valuable resources such as energy,
clean water, and nutrients

• Operate “off the grid” without connections to
water and sewers and require minimal electricity

• Cost less than US$.05 per user per day
• Promote sustainable and profitable sanitation

services and businesses in poor urban settings
• Can appeal to everyone, in developed as well as

developing nations

And winner is!

A self-contained, solar-powered toilet and wastewater 
treatment system. A solar panel will produce enough power for 
an electrochemical reactor that is designed to break down water 
and human waste into hydrogen gas. The gas can then be stored 
for use in hydrogen fuel cells to provide a backup energy source 

for nighttime operation or use under low-sunlight conditions.

EarthEnable is a for-profit company based in Rwanda and 
Uganda with the sole purpose of improving the health of the 
rural poor through the provision of improved flooring and (in 
future) walling technologies. 

EarthEnable’s flooring product uses an earthen floor base, 
sealed with a custom varnish to produce a ‘health floor’ that 
does not collect puddles or spread disease. ‘Healthy floors’ have 
been shown to reduce the incidence of childhood diarrhoea 
49% and parasitic infections by 78%. 

Concrete is an alternative flooring material; EarthEnable flooring 
is 75% cheaper and 90% less energy intensive than concrete 
flooring. 
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Has the data showed you what you expected?

Has it made you see anything differently?
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