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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report presents findings from mixed-meth-

od research on youth aspirations, resilience and 
perceptions of dignified work among Kenyan 
youth. Kenya has a checkered outlook in reference 
to youth aspirations and their access to dignified 
work. On one hand, the country grapples with a 
high population of youth alongside high unemploy-
ment rates; and on the other hand, there exists an 
opportunity to harness their potential. The chal-
lenges of unemployment and disruption caused 
by COVID-19 pandemic notwithstanding, young 
women and young men in Kenya have demonstrat-
ed their capacity to be innovative and potentially 
explore new pathways towards dignified work, as 
evidenced in this research. 

In the context of high unemployment, under-
employment and the recent COVID-19 pandem-
ic, youth marginalisation has been exacerbated, 
underscoring a more nuanced understanding of 
young people’s strategies for securing dignified 
work. Additionally, an understanding of youth re-
silience and adaptability, the future of work, and 
the support needed to achieve their aspirations 
is pertinent to policy and programmatic interven-
tions. Therefore, this research aimed to under-
stand the aspirations and resilience of young wom-
en and men in Kenya, how they navigated through 
the COVID-19 crisis, and the implications for public 
policy in Kenya in pursuit of dignified work. In line 
with Mastercard Foundation’s strategic vision of 
increasing young people’s access to dignified em-
ployment, learning, and growth, this research was 
designed to ensure young people’s voices, lived 
experiences and dreams were captured.

Findings
Youthhood is a complex and confusing phase 

characterised by personal growth, employment 
anxieties, and aspirations for the future. For Ken-
yan youth, this period presents tensions of achieve-
ment and failure. While the young people under-
stand their responsibility to develop skills and lay 
foundations for their careers, challenges related to 
lack of access to essential resources dampen their 
efforts. In their own voices, the young people reit-
erated that with the right support and resources, 
youthhood presents a time of great opportunity 
and potential for personal fulfilment and success. 

COVID-19 pandemic brought forth both pos-
itive and negative experiences to young people’s 
aspirations. On the positive side, it strengthened 
their self-reliance, resilience, and adaptability to 
new circumstances leading to innovative means of 
survival and ‘hustling’ spirit which continues to be 
valuable beyond the pandemic. The pandemic also 
resulted in the discovery of new youth identities, 
skills, and capabilities useful for pursuing future 
aspirations. Increased technology uptake, adapta-
tion to change, personal and social development, 
as well as an opportunity to experience the future 
of work (remote and digitised modalities) was pre-
sented by the pandemic. On the negative side, the 
loss of businesses and employment prospects, dis-
ruptions to education and training greatly affected 
the youth. As a result of the pandemic disruptions 
such as lockdowns, there were increased cases of 
mental illness, gender-based violence, unwanted 
pregnancies and early marriages, and drug and 
substance abuse. Overall, there was also evidence 
of missed key development milestones; limited 
access to meaningful and secure employment, de-
layed education plans, difficulty saving money for 
the future, and the entrepreneurial plans delayed, 
postponed or completely derailed. 

To be successful, according to Kenyan youth, 
means to secure good jobs and establishing busi-
nesses. Besides this, a significant finding from the 
study revealed that young people perceive success 
as not only a means of achieving their business 
aspirations but also creating employment oppor-
tunities for others. These aspirations drive them 
towards financial security that would unlock the 
ability to give back to society particularly by sup-
porting family and friends. Creating employment 
opportunities for others was echoed by the young 
people demonstrating desire for impact beyond 
themselves. While the youth aspirations are root-
ed in a desire to create an impact in the commu-
nity, the study showed that the path to achieving 
these aspirations is non-linear and complex due to 
multiple barriers. These hurdles include personal 
impediments such as fear of failure, mental health 
challenges, gambling, addiction and substance 
abuse; financial constraints including lack of 
school fees for further education, and insufficient 
credit for business start-ups; employment related 
challenges such as limited job prospects for youth 
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pursuing career paths with low job opportunities, 
high competition, and inadequate practical skills; 
and institutional and systemic barriers including 
corruption, ineffective youth policies, government 
mistrust towards youth and lack of youth involve-
ment in decision making.  

The study also found that despite these chal-
lenges, Kenyan youth are determined to overcome 
these obstacles and achieve their aspirations 
through various strategies like innovative business 
ideas; taking risks on any business or work ven-
ture; pursuing multiple income streams; pursuing 
higher education through scholarships; establish-
ing self-help and savings groups; pursuing work 
opportunities abroad; leveraging on their social 
networks, and participating in government pro-
grams like Kazi Mtaani.1

Significant gender norms and barriers were 
identified in regard to young peoples’ aspirations 
and resilience. The COVID-19 experience rein-
forced traditional gender roles and expectations 
that position men as the primary breadwinners 
and women as the primary caregivers. During the 
pandemic, women were sent home from work first 
because they were perceived as more vulnerable 
than men, while men were expected to be tough 
and resilient, perpetuating traditional gender 
norms. Young women faced additional barriers to 
employment due to sexual exploitation, limiting 
their employment opportunities and hindering 
career advancement. Challenges faced by young 
women reflected patriarchal attitudes and pow-
er imbalances in the workplace which amplified 
young women’s vulnerabilities. Cultural norms and 
biases constrained the opportunities for female 
youth to pursue certain careers as some occupa-
tions were still viewed as appropriate only for men 
such as drivers construction workers. Young males 
were also limited in their access to employment 
opportunities due to gender preferences, with 
young women favoured over young men in some 
cases. Similarly, young members of the LGBTQ+ 
community faced financial burdens in supporting 
their extended families as a result of societal pres-
sure to secure acceptability, limiting their capacity 
to invest in their personal and professional devel-
opment.

Kenyan youth define dignified and fulfilling 
work as a job that achieves satisfaction, earns re-
spect, offers fair compensation or good income, 
1	  This program for youth by the Government of Kenya is no longer 
operating. 

fosters a sense of purpose and meaning, offers 
an opportunity for growth and development, and 
provides a sense of work-life balance. This defini-
tion resonates with their perception of success. To 
achieve success, and dignified and fulfilling work, 
young people rely on their social network, includ-
ing friends, family, well-wishers. According to the 
young people, the social network provides them 
with emotional and financial support and helps 
in creating opportunities for work, including job 
linkages, skills training, and building on talents. 
The study found that a diverse range of skills are 
needed to respond to changing circumstances. 
These skills identified by the youth include, en-
trepreneurial and innovation skills, technical and 
vocational skills, financial literacy, job market com-
petencies and digital literacy.

Finally, the young people exhibited resilience 
and adaptive capacity as demonstrated through 
flexibility to try new income generating work, and 
a positive mindset to grow new skills. They also 
demonstrated the capacity to recognize and cap-
italize on new opportunities and embracing alter-
native ways of survival such as engaging in agricul-
ture and increasing their digital footprint.

Conclusion and Recommendations 
Young people are eager to secure their futures 

and contribute to their families, communities, and 
societies. This stage of life is crucial for shaping the 
young people’s journey to success. Policymakers 
need to provide support and resources to help 
young people navigate the challenges of youth-
hood and promote a culture that values individual 
fulfilment and well-being over traditional mark-
ers of success. COVID-19 pandemic revealed the 
need for the young people to harness the digital 
economy to their benefit. Young women and men 
need to be supported to gain digital skills for the 
digital economy in order to be better equipped to 
face the uncertainties of the future. Policies that 
incentivise young people’s innovations in the digi-
tal economy are needed in order to foster a more 
resilient and adaptable generation. 

The perception of success among Kenyan youth 
indicated a focus on not just individual achieve-
ment, but also on social impact and community 
development. Therefore, youth programs need to 
focus on access services that accelerate achieve-
ment of these aspirations such as education, train-
ing, mentorship, networking opportunities, finan-
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cial support and access to business resources. 

Kenyan youth face a range of barriers that 
make it challenging for them to achieve their aspi-
rations. These barriers limit opportunities for per-
sonal growth and development, ultimately affect-
ing social and economic progress. There is a need 
to address the systemic barriers through advoca-
cy and engagement with government and other 
stakeholders. To strengthen young people’s resil-
ience, business literacy to support entrepreneur-
ship, facilitation of higher education and profes-
sional development, and supporting the formation 
of self-help and savings groups should be critical 
elements of youth-centred programs.  

Gender norms that lead to exclusion have 
significant implications on young people’s em-
ployment opportunities and career development. 
Targeted interventions and policies that are re-
sponsive to gender needs and inclusivity in em-
ployment and career development are necessary. 
Social behaviour change approaches to address 
patriarchal attitudes and biases in the workplace, 
as well as initiatives to promote non-traditional ca-
reer paths for young women are needed. This calls 
for the establishment of multi-stakeholder, inter-
generational, and inclusive partnerships. 

In reference to Kenya’s youth definitions of dig-
nified and fulfilling work, earning a good income 
was identified among other markers of dignified 
work such as respect, a sense of purpose and 
meaning, opportunities for growth and work-life 
balance. Job creation strategies need to be re-
sponsive to markers of dignified jobs by creating 
opportunities that go beyond income. As a key ele-
ment of dignified work identified by young people, 
work-life balance needs to be prioritised to miti-
gate mental health problems and well-being. Ad-
ditionally, programmatic approaches that support 
and provide resources to youth to pursue career 
paths that align with their values and sense of pur-
pose need to be strengthened.

Social networks play a significant role in sup-
porting young people in Kenya, both financially 
and emotionally. They rely on their friends, family, 
well-wishers, and community for financial support, 
as well as for opportunities such as job linkages, 
training, emotional support, and talent develop-
ment. An investment in youth-focused self-help 
groups or business associations would strengthen 
these networks. 

To be adaptive to the changing circumstances 

in work and business, youth in Kenya require di-
verse skills including financial skills, digital literacy, 
entrepreneurial and innovation skills, technical 
skills and job market competencies. These skills 
are seen as essential for navigating the evolving 
employment landscape and seizing new oppor-
tunities for personal and professional growth and 
should foreground and buttress any youth pro-
grammatic and policy interventions. Lastly, oppor-
tunities for holistic support including psychosocial 
care for young women and young men to address 
emerging mental health challenges need to be 
considered in programmatic plans. 
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BACKGROUND 
Introduction

Young people have a significant role to play in 
shaping the future and creating positive change 
for themselves and the communities around them. 
However, the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly 
impacted their lives, changing how they learn and 
how they make a living. The pandemic compelled 
young people to put their dreams on hold in some 
cases and to change their aspirational goals in 
other cases. These changes did not diminish their 
desire to make a difference in the world and be 
heard. They remain a powerful force for shaping 
the future and promoting socio-economic prog-
ress. Through creativity, innovation, and resilience, 
the young people demonstrate an optimistic and 
adaptive outlook and determination to contribute 
to positive change in their communities and be-
yond. 

Other research has delved into the diverse 
experiences of young people in various contexts 
(LaRue, Daum, Mausch, & Harris, 2021; Thieme, 
2018) and this current study adds to that by show-
ing experiences and realities related to Kenyan 
youth during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study 
provides insights into how the pandemic has 
shaped young people’s self-understanding, their 
aspirations and resilience strategies. By taking a 
youth-centred approach, we recognize young peo-
ple’s voices, their agency and their perspectives 
are critical for policy formulation and programmat-
ic interventions that are relevant to their lives. 

This report presents the findings of a research 
project that investigated the aspirations and re-
silience of young women and men in Kenya2. This 
research collected representative data on the ex-
periences and perspectives of young people on 
the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on their under-
standing of youthood, aspirations and resilience. 
The findings reported here aim to inform policies 
and programmes on youth livelihoods while con-
tributing to the strategic goal of Mastercard Foun-
dation’s Young Africa Works of enabling 30 million 
young women and men in Africa to secure digni-
fied and fulfilling employment by 2030. The report 
also presents the youth’s understanding of digni-
2 The fieldwork for this research occurred in September 2022, shortly after the 
presidential elections in August. As a result, our discussions with youth transpired 
against the backdrop of significant political controversy and turmoil in Kenya. 
However, politics did not dominate the research discussions; youth were generally 
eager to share their opinions, ideas, hopes, and dreams for their own and Kenya’s 
future.

fied work as well as the resilience strategies they 
employ in the face COVID-19 pandemic and other 
uncertain circumstances. It also provides recom-
mendations to government agencies, develop-
ment partners, the private sector and civil society 
organisations on youth-centric actions to ensure a 
just, sustainable future for Kenya youth.

Contextual Background: Youth 
and aspirations 

The concept of youth lacks a precise and uni-
versally accepted definition worldwide. Youth is 
defined differently in different contexts based on 
social, economic, legal, political, and geographical 
factors (Arubayi, 2015). First and foremost, youth is 
viewed as a transitional stage between childhood 
and adulthood – the boundaries between which 
are not always clear. Secondly, the characteristics 
of youth, such as physical, cognitive, and social 
development, vary widely within the age group, 
making it difficult to establish an exact age range 
for youth. Thirdly, the diversity of experiences and 
challenges faced by young people in various parts 
of the world makes it difficult to develop a univer-
sal definition of youth. Subjective factors such as 
individual experiences, social norms, personal as-
pirations, and perceptions influence the concept 
of youth. 

While youth is commonly perceived as a fluid 
and transitional period between childhood and 
adulthood, a description of a child in international 
law, “every human being under eighteen years” is 
more explicit. For analytical purposes, age is used 
to define youth.  For instance, the World Bank and 
the United Nations use an age-based definition of 
a 15-24-year-old cohort. The International Labour 
Organization (ILO) applies a wider measurement of 
15-29. The African Union (AU) considers everyone 
between the ages of 15-35 to be a youth. These 
examples illustrate the diversity of youth defini-
tions. Namuggala (2018) cautions usage of aged-
based definitions, arguing that it is insufficient in 
comprehending the diverse and complex youth ex-
periences today. Similarly, young people who are 
beyond the age categories of youth who are un-
able to move into employment and economic in-
dependence are said to be living in a state of “wait-
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hood” or generation in waiting because they have 
not yet attained the social markers of adulthood 
(Honwana, 2012; Kovacheva, Kabaivanov, & Rob-
erts, 2018). These variations further complicate 
the definition of youth. The experiences of being 
a young person are shaped by personal experienc-
es, social-cultural norms, economic and political 
factors. Turolla and Swedlund (2022) argue that 
the common definition of “youth” in Africa which 
is based solely on age is inadequate and fails to 
capture the diversity and complexity of young 
people’s experiences and identities. Instead, the 
authors propose an analytical framework that in-
cludes dimensions such as social status, gender, 
education, geographic location, and economic 
status to understand the heterogeneity of young 
people’s experiences in Africa. In Kenya, according 
to Kenya Youth Development Policy (2019), the 
concept of youth is defined as individuals between 
18-34 years old. 

White and Wyn (2004) emphasised the role of 
social and cultural contexts in shaping the experi-
ences of young people. These contextual factors 
include family dynamics, peer relationships, and 
societal norms. Young people are compelled by 
these factors to plan their futures and make de-
cisions that will impact their long-term outcomes 

(Fortune, Ismail, & Stephen, 2015). Disruptive 
events such as COVID-19 therefore add to the ex-
periences that shape young people’s goals and as-
pirations for life. In this current study, although an 
age-based categorisation of youth has been used 
for purposes of sampling and targeting, a contex-
tual rather than period of linear transition framed 
the understanding of youth in the analysis of their 
experiences.

Youth in the Kenyan context
Kenya is a developing lower-middle-income 

country with an estimated population of 47.6 mil-
lion based on 2019 census data. With a youthful 
population of 29%% falling under the age of 18-34, 
, Kenya is experiencing a youth bulge driven by a 
low infant and youth mortality rate.3 Youth bulge 
is defined as a situation where individuals aged be-
tween 15-34 years make up more than one-third 
of a country’s population (KNBS, 2019), youth 
bulge has already become a distinctive character-
istic of Kenya’s demographic landscape4 as shown  
in  Figure 1. 
3  https://www.knbs.or.ke/ 
4 National Council for Population and Development, 2017 

Table 1: Youth Population Distribution in Kenya



Country Reportwww.pasgr.org 6

This phenomenon coupled with the COVID-19 
pandemic has led to intersecting effects on youth’s 
aspirations presenting opportunities on one hand 
and challenges on the other. Policy makers and 
development agencies also have to contend with 
high growth in the youth population of Kenyans 
in  light of a relatively modest economic growth 
that has led to high youth unemployment. Indeed, 
youth unemployment has also become a distinc-
tive characteristic of Kenya’s current socio-eco-
nomic situation (NCPD, 2018; Samuel Hall, 2017). 
Additionally, Kenya is also characterised by a for-
mal wage employment sector which is only acces-
sible to a small fraction of youth, a vibrant informal 
sector and a rural agricultural sector.

 While the annual GDP growth rate has aver-
aged 5%, the young people continue to be dis-
proportionately impacted by unemployment, un-
deremployment, and low-quality (informal, and 
low-paying) jobs.  
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METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH
 Research Design and Research Questions 

The study employed concurrent mixed-method research, utilizing both a quantitative survey and 
qualitative research designs. Ethical approvals for the research were granted by the National Commis-
sion for Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOSTI) ensuring alignment to ethical and safeguarding 
guidelines per Kenyan laws. All research respondents were briefed on the purpose of the research and 
oral consent was obtained from them as part of data collection protocols. The data collected remained 
confidential and was used for this research only. Research assistants underwent training on safety guide-
lines and validation procedures, data protection and research ethics, gender and inclusion sensitivity as 
well as consent and protection measures. Guidelines on data management including validation, cleaning, 
and secure storage of data, as well as data-sharing agreements were provided. 

The research was youth-centric, youth-led, for youth and by the youth which employed a youth-voice 
approach during the design and in all processes of data collection. To capture the youth voices a quan-
titative survey was augmented with in-depth interviews and focus group discussions from youth drawn 
from rural, urban and peri-urban settings in Kenya. Gender-sensitive research protocols were used to 
ensure free speech and gender-specific expression of young people’s experiences. Figure 2 below shows 
the geographical locations represented by the respondents. 

Figure 1: Research Locations

Based on the aged-based definition of youth in the Article 260 of Kenya’s Constitution and the Kenyan 
National Youth Policy, the study focused on individuals aged between 18-34 years.  

The sample size calculation was based on Kenya’s youth population of 13,377,6001 (KNBS, 2019). The 
sample size was calculated using the RAO soft sample size calculator, where the confidence level is 95%, 
a margin of error of 2.5% with a population size of 13,377,600 according to the KHPC 2019. RAO soft 
sample size calculator is based on the following formula:
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Where:
z is the z score; ε is the margin of error N is 

the population size and p̂ is the population propor-
tion. The estimated sample size for the study was 
therefore 1,552 distributed proportionally among 
the 16 selected countries as shown in the sampling 
frame size calculation. 

A multi-stage cluster sampling approach was 
adopted. First, a purposive sampling approach was 
conducted to select the counties for the study, tak-
ing into account the unique geographic differenc-
es, while also considering the security and safety 
issues across Kenya. This resulted in the selection 
of 17 out of the 47 counties for the study. The sec-
ond stage of the sampling procedure involved the 
selection of enumeration areas (EAs) in the coun-
ties based on their classification as urban or rural. 
In collaboration with the Kenya National Bureau of 
Statistics (KNBS), 65 EAs were selected randomly. 

The research aimed at answering seven over-
arching investigation questions, which guided the 
design and implementation as follows: 

1.	 What are young women’s and men’s un-
derstanding/view of youthhood?

2.	 What are young women and men’s aspira-
tions about their future and how has the 
COVID-19 pandemic shaped that? 

3.	 What barriers/ risks/ vulnerabilities are 
young men and women encountering in 
the pursuit of their aspirations?

4.	 What capacities and opportunities do 
young women and men have to pursue 
their aspirations?

5.	 How do young people make sense of dig-
nified and fulfilling work?

6.	 What adaptability and resilience strategies 
do young women and men employ to pur-
sue their aspirations, especially in the face 
of militating policy, pandemic, and other 
challenging environments? 

7.	 What are the provisions, regulations, and 
policies  in Kenya on young people and 
how do they align with the aspirations and 
ideas of young women and men about the 
future?

Data collection and scope 
Qualitative data was collected through key 

informant interviews  (KIIs) interviews and focus 
group discussions (FGD). The FGD participants 
were identified through purposive sampling, lever-
aging national and local youth networks, universi-
ties, youth groups, and study participants’ friends 
and family. Similarly, key informants (organisations 
institutions representatives, and individuals) were 
purposely identified for potential based on their 
knowledge, experiences, and perspectives. A to-
tal of 31 focus group discussions and 16 in-depth 
interviews were conducted. To ensure gender 
sensitivity and representation of all youth voices, 
the research envisioned equal number of FGDs 
for young women and young men. However, due 
to mobilisation limitations, 10 young men’s FGDs 
and 8 young women’s groups were achieved. The 
following group formations of FGDs and KIIs were 
conducted:  
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Table 2: Summary of FGDs and KIIs

Collection method No. of groups/interviewees Social Characteristics 
FGDs 10 groups Male 

8 groups Female

10 groups Mixed male and female

2 groups youth living with disability

1 group LGBTQ

Interviews 2 Youth champions

3 Youth-led initiatives

1 Private sector

1 Development partner

2 NGO/CBOs

5 Government

1  TVET

1 Youth policy and advocacy expert
The FGDs and interviews focused on the core themes of investigation: youthhood, youth aspirations, 

dignified work and resilience as well as perspectives of youth on what policymakers and programme de-
signers should do to support young people, especially in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The cross-sectional survey data was collected using SurveyCTO digital data collection platform. The 
survey was then widely circulated and individually targeted among youth in the selected counties. The 
survey was allowed to run for at least 30 working days before responses were retrieved and analysed. 

Figure 2: Total Survey Respondents

1,552 respondents were surveyed, 51.2% (n=798) were males and 48.3% (n=753) were females. 
The gender distribution was considered appropriate since the perspectives from both genders were 
captured.
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Figure 3: Level of Education

 
Out of the 1,552 youth who genuinely provided information on their highest level of education, most 
(43%) of the youth in the sample had at least secondary certificate as their highest level of education, 
though 13% listed a primary certificate as their highest level.”

Figure 4: Marital Status of Respondents

The analysis showed that only 22% (n=344) of the validly interviewed youth are currently enrolled in 
school and 78% areout of school. 

Out of 1,552, 53.2% were never married, 31.3% were married. 8.7% were living together but not 
married, 4.2% were separated, 0.6% are widowed and 1% divorced.
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Data Analysis Approach
For qualitative data analysis, we adopted an 

interpretive analytical approach to examine the 
attitudes and experiences of young people, using 
content analysis, and inductive thematic analysis 
to generate insights. Our process was iterative 
to ensure recommendations are grounded in ev-
idence, tested, validated, and triangulated. This 
preliminary analysis was guided by the creation 
of the qualitative data codebook. The data was 
analysed using an inductive coding process using 
NVIVO. The research team coded their detailed 
summary notes from the focus group discussions 
and key informant interviews.

We organised the qualitative data by themes 
and developed a list of insights of the collected 
data. At this stage, we also cross-referenced all 
findings with interview transcripts to ensure that 
we accurately represented the youth’s voice and 
used their language. Throughout the reporting 
process, drafts were distributed to the entire re-
search team to ensure the report’s findings are fair 
and accurate. When analysing data, a gender lens 
was applied to understand the differentiated ex-
periences of young women and men. Quantitative 
data from 1552 valid responses were analysed us-
ing both descriptive and inferential statistics using 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 
software to generate descriptive patterns, correla-
tions and gender analysis of all relevant variables. 

Outline of the report 
The report is structured as follows: Section 

3.0-6.0 provides the findings on youthhood and 
youth aspirations; impact of COVID-19 on youth 
aspirations; youth perceptions of dignified work 
and youth resilience and adaptability. Section 7.0 
outlines the conclusions and recommendations for 
policy and programmatic strategies based on the 
findings. 
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Youthhood and youth’s self-
understanding  

The youth in this study define their youthhood 
as a transition out of childhood and as a stage in 
life where individuals can explore life choices with 
freedom. Male and female respondents echoed 
the following sentiments: 

 “Being young means that a person is 
energetic and has freedom in the sense that we 
have the opportunity to explore various things 
without fear of judgement because we are not 
yet mentally mature. One has the freedom to 
make mistakes, to explore different career 
paths and to figure out what we want in life.” 
(FGD: Young Female, Kwale County)

The respondents also indicated youthhood as 
time where they experience pressure to achieve 
milestones such as marriage: 

“Being young is all about a phase where 
I can explore in terms of career, and I can 
also choose as many relationships, but also it 
comes with a lot of pressure, to get married, 
to get money, to get a family and to start a 
life.”(FGD: Young Female, Kwale County)

It was also noted that although youthhood is 
seen as an age of opportunities, it is also char-
acterised by frustrations that arise from crushed 
hopes and unmet expectations as was pointed out 
by one of the youth officers: 

“These are people whose numbers are far 
much greater than the opportunities available 
for them. They come with a lot of hope but 
they find the reality on the ground is much 
different from what they expected. They have 
a lot of frustrations, for instance getting well-
educated individuals with no job opportunities 
to absorb them. They begin enterprises, and 
they are hopeful to succeed, but sometimes it 
doesn’t work. So, it’s a fluid situation.”  (KII: 
Youth Enterprise Development Fund)                            

The discussion in male and female focus group 
discussions consistently portrayed youthhood as 
a period of personal growth and development 
describing this period as a time to prepare them-
selves for adult life. That preparation according to 

the respondents includes financial independence, 
a goal that both female and male youth noted as 
important for them. They also indicated prepa-
ration for building social connections that would 
extend through life such as romantic relationships, 
family bonds and other peer friendships. As a stage 
of self-discovery and exploration, the respondents 
understand their youth as a time to adventure as 
they seek livelihoods, work and achieve societal 
expectations echoed in various expressions, “get 
married” “make money” and “start a family.” 
While they were quick to note that this ‘adventure’ 
comes with challenges, young people exude some 
sense of optimism in being able to dream what 
they want their lives to be. 

The young people also describe youth as a 
time to form identities, highlighting that they 
are energetic, ambitious, and have a profound 
sense of purpose. A young participant in a Kajiado 
Mixed-FGD discussion eloquently expressed this 
sentiment:

“The energy, the psych of life makes us youth. 
You have the energy and possibilities open 
up for you as a young person because we 
potential for future.  It’s youth who decide for 
other generation who will follow us. This is 
the time where I am flexible to take up so many 
activities and I am afraid that after 35, I will 
not be able to do some things”. 

While the youth appear to harbour futuristic 
ambitions, their current engagements constitute 
pragmatic efforts to stay afloat in the present 
while still holding hope for the future. The youth’s 
own understanding of themselves is shaped by 
their current experiences and circumstances, an 
observation that has previously been made by 
White and Wyn (2004) who argues that social and 
cultural contexts shape the experiences of young 
people. Such experiences frame young people’s 
aspirations. 

YOUTHHOOD AND ASPIRATIONS
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 Youth’s definition of success and top priorities
To understand what the young people regard as success and consequently what shapes their aspira-

tions, they were asked what top priorities are for them. Top on the list was being financially stable (25%), 
followed by a good job (20.8%%), then providing support to the family (13.9%), creating a good business 
(13.7%), and good education (10.8%) as shown in the figure 7 below: 

Table 3: Top Success Priority

The analysis by gender on the top 5 success priority areas showed the following.

Figure 5: Gender Analysis of Top Five Priorities

Across the five top priorities, more men than women considered a good education and being finan-
cially stable as top priority while more young women considered a good job, providing support to family 
and creating a good business as top priority. Other priorities that were more important to young men in-
clude having power, authority and control, independently travelling the world, owning properties. More 
young women also regard starting a family and contributing to the community as pertinent. 
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Figure 6: How close are you to achieving success by gender

In the focus group discussions, these findings 
were reinforced as respondents underscored the 
importance of financial prosperity, fulfilment of 
personal goals, and entrepreneurship were re-
peatedly highlighted. According to the young peo-
ple, financial prosperity which includes a stable 
job, good income, and owning assets such as cars 
are marks of success. Financial stability anchors all 
other priorities such as family support and contri-
bution to society and a good education, a good job 
and successful business as enablers for that.

“Success is when I have finished school, I 
have finished my degree, I have graduated, I 
have found a job and I can sustain myself and 
my relatives and my family and improve their 
lives”. (FGD: Young female, YWD Nakuru 
county)

Besides financial stability, the young peo-
ple also cited a good education and good health 
as markers of success. They saw education as a 
means to achieving goals of career on one hand 
and also education as a mark of success in itself:

 “Success is academic advancement, once 
I achieve that it is a step towards being 
successful or a step towards success.” 
“Success is education, like me, I want to 
become a nurse, that is the reason why I 
decided to come back here so that I may get to 
my future”. “Achieving an education is also 
success and I want that.” 

On health as a marker of success, a respondent 
indicated, “success is being able to wake up in the 
morning healthy and not sick, doing my hustle, 
and coming back cheerful.”                                

“I have to have the money, I have to be healthy 
not just physically but mental health matters. 
People who are successful suffer from mental 
health because of one thing, they have the 
money but they don’t have peace. So as much 
as you have money, it doesn’t mean you are 
successful. It just means you are rich, but not 
successful”. (FGD: Young Male from Kajiado 
County)

Therefore, achieving good health can be seen 
as an important component of holistic success, 
contributing to personal well-being and the ability 
to pursue one’s goals, interests and aspirations.

Youth also considered entrepreneurship as a 
great indicator of success. For example, a young 
male in Uasin Gishu County stated, “Success is 
when I can run a multi-billion empire whereby I 
can create employment for many young people 
and solve a generational problem.”

Young people cited non-traditional views of 
success like giving back to the society, leading a 
healthy and happy life, achieving level of indepen-
dence, academic advancement and making the so-
ciety a better place. For young people living with 
disability, they described success as the ability to 
live without barriers: 

“Success for persons with disability is 
living a barrier-free life because their life 
is always a constant struggle. They face 
attitudinal, infrastructural, institutional, and 
cultural barriers which make it difficult for 
them to access education, healthcare, and 
employment. To be successful, they need to 
overcome these barriers or advocate for 
their removal.”  (Male Representative from 
NCPWD)
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These findings resonate with existing literature 

definitions of success which argue that young peo-
ple have diverse and nuanced understandings of 
what success means to them. For some, success 
may be defined by academic achievements or ca-
reer aspirations, while for others it may be relat-
ed to personal relationships, community involve-
ment, or personal growth and well-being (Mac 
Intosh, Martin, & Ewing, 2020). By understanding 
what success means to young people, we can set 
appropriate goals that align with their values and 
aspirations.                                                                 

Youth Aspirations 
According to Kenyan youth, aspirations are 

multidimensional comprising economic, migration 
intention, socio-cultural, education and training, 
and civic aspirations. The most significant aspira-
tion of young people is their economic aspiration 
which relates to how they might secure digni-
fied employment. The qualitative data confirms 
a growing body of evidence that young men and 
women envision a future in which they would ex-
pand or diversify their current economic activities, 
enabling them to support themselves and their 
families (Sumberg, Yeboah, Flynn, & Anyidoho, 
2017; Yeboah & Flynn, 2021).

Across all the locations, young people have di-
verse aspirations grounded in the pursuit of secur-
ing financial stability and independence, themes 
that also emerged from their definition of success. 
First, young people are motivated by the desire to 
have a stable income, successful careers, and run 
their own businesses. According to them, these 
aspirations would enable them to be comfortable, 
afford basic living expenses, and be independent, 
supporting themselves and their families. The de-
sire to take care of one’s family to provide for them 
and ensure their well-being compels this desire for 
financial stability. 

Second, some young people view migration to 
urban areas or abroad as a necessary step towards 
achieving better opportunities for personal and 
professional growth. Some want to move within 
Kenya, primarily to urban areas (52.7%), return 
to rural area (6.3%), and some would like to move 
abroad given a chance (19.8%). The young people 
believe that migrating to other countries was a 
more viable path to the professional work, income 
or education system they desired. For the major-
ity, this meant migrating to Europe and America. 

Despite the fact that the allure of ‘big opportu-
nities’ is attractive for out-migration, participants 
expressed a desire to gain knowledge and transfer 
the skills and experience gained abroad in explor-
ing possibilities and opportunities upon returning 
home. One participant from Nairobi County reiter-
ated that “If an opportunity comes to move out of 
the country, I will move to go discover something 
and come back. There are so many opportunities 
out there to be explored.” The desire to relocate is 
spurred by corruption, and unemployment as their 
key concerns.

Third, youth perceive education as a pathway 
to obtain a good income and better job opportu-
nities. Majority of the youth (51.1%) stated that 
they would like to obtain postgraduate education, 
followed by 39.8% who would like to obtain a uni-
versity degree, 7.1% stated that they would like to 
obtain diploma as the highest level of education, 
1.1% would like to obtain secondary as the highest 
level of education. Only 0.9% envision obtaining 
primary certificate as the highest level of educa-
tion, as shown in Figure 10:
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Figure 7: Highest Desired Education

In terms of training preferences, slightly more males compared to females indicated interest in formal 
education (50%), technical and vocational training (50.9%) and technology and information (62.4%). On 
the other hand, more females compared to males stated they would be interested in traditional appren-
ticeship (58.8%) and agro-based training (51.9%). 
  

Figure 8: Areas of Training Interest by Gender

There is a general acknowledgement that completing education (to whatever level aspired) is essen-
tial for securing stable employment in the future. However, others felt that education alone cannot guar-
antee success. Without enough jobs they are worried that their qualifications would not translate into 
secure employment opportunities. For this reason, young people prioritised being street smart, proactive 
or assertive, regardless of the educational background.

Fourth, social-cultural aspirations were underscored. Majority of unmarried youth (83%) stated that 
marriage is part of their future plans. Further analysis revealed that more men (57.4%) than women 
(42.3%), indicated that marriage is part of their plans. Young people cited aspirations for marriage albeit 
many claiming that they felt unprepared for it and that other aspirations such as financial stability were a 
priority. Some young people expressed the desire of having their own family but indicated that marriage 
was a long-term objective and irrelevant to their lives at the present time. A young male in Kajiado County 
reiterated that “For you to get married, first you have to be financially stable and at this age from 18 to 
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30, you’re still struggling financially, and again if 
you are two young people struggling financially, it 
won’t be a happy marriage.” For young men, they 
feel that they are not financially stable enough to 
start a family or get married, and that they lack 
the maturity and resilience needed to sustain a 
successful marriage. On the other hand, young 
women considered marriage not so important. Ca-
reer and personal goals were prioritised over mar-
riage and family. A young female noted, “I consider 
marriage not so important than career. Some of 
us have goals we want to reach, and there is that 
hierarchy of how you’ve planned your life, so most 
of us it’s jobs, career, then maybe family or mar-
riage later. Men nowadays will respect you more 
as a woman if you are working, you have a job, 
or if you are successful.” This indicates a shift of 
gender roles and expectations in relationships and 
marriages. 

Lastly, some young people have civic aspira-
tions to vie for leaders and take on political roles as 
they desire to address challenges and the corrup-
tion they see in the political system. One male re-

spondent from Kajiado county acknowledged that 
politics in Kenya is heavily influenced by financial 
resources and connections, and that the chances 
of success for young people who lack these re-
sources are slim. Regrettably, many politicians are 
perceived to have sacrificed their integrity and 
reputation in order to succeed, further dissuading 
some young people from pursuing political careers.

Across the board, young people demonstrat-
ed multidimensional aspirations. And asked what 
they considered as the top most priority goals in 
their life, the majority reiterated entrepreneur-
ship and employment. Whether employed, un-
employed, in school or trying to make a living, 
securing financial stability was a pressing concern 
for almost all Kenyan youth. Even though employ-
ment is guaranteed for a few, and challenging for 
all, many young people aspire to secure a stable 
and fulfilling jobs-often white-collar employment 
in the professional sector (lawyers, doctors, teach-
ers and so on), suggesting that formal jobs offer 
stability and promise. 

Table 4: Relationship with Community

     Response Male Female

About sense of community, 
how do you foresee your 
relationship with your 
community?

My community means a lot to me 36% 33%

I would like to contribute to my 
community

56% 58%

I do not envisage any responsibility to 
my community

8% 9%

Youth aspirations reflect both individual desires as well as collective involvement of family members. 
This could be attributed to young people’s conceptualization of ‘success’, such as carrying one’s fami-
ly along by educating them or building them a house. These findings resonate with Appadurai (2004) 
suggestion that aspirations are never simply individual (as the language of wants and choices); instead, 
(youth) aspirations establish the connection between culture and aspiration and “form parts of wider 
ethical and metaphysical ideas which derive from larger cultural norms”. This indicates that understand-
ing youth aspirations requires a deeper appreciation of cultural and social contexts in which they are 
situated. This research has exposed the multidimensional aspiration of young people while sitting them 
in their current social and economic context. Young people’s aspirations are seen and understood not 
as isolated individuals pursuing their own goals, but rather, as part of broader networks of relationships 
and interdependencies. 
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Figure 9: Business or Employment Preference

Majority of the young people would like to venture into business investment in future (49%), fol-
lowed by those who would like to venture into both employment and business (38%) and lastly by those 
who would like to be only employed (13%), as shown in Figure 13 above.

Those in business and aspiring to own businesses had the following views on what they need to make 
their businesses successful:
Figure 10: What is needed to make business successful? 

     

Strategies for Achieving Success
Young people in Kenya are actively taking initiative and employing a combination of strategies to 

adapt to the challenges of unemployment and economic constraints. 
Kenyan youth adopt a collective approach to savings and investment. They reported forming savings 

groups, self-help or merry-go round groups, and contributing regularly to accumulate funds over a spec-
ified period. The aim is to utilize the savings to purchase plots of land for future resale, providing a po-
tential source of profit. In the meantime, these groups were also providing loans to members, enabling 
them to meet immediate financial needs. A young Male, from Nyeri said, “We have a group of about 13 
people aged 35 and below where we do savings every month. We are planning to save Ksh 1,000 for 
three years, and once the money has been saved to a certain level, we are targeting to buy a plot.  So, 
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we will be buying plots and then selling them for a 
profit in future. For now, we are using the money 
to give loans to the group members”.  However, 
this strategy was only highlighted by youths who 
had regular jobs or some businesses, indicating 
that savings and investment require a source of 
income. 

According to one female participant in Kisu-
mu, a strategy of risk taking was underscored and 
supported by others. She expressed, “We have a 
changed mindset, we don’t mind taking risks, we 
just take risks on any business or any work ven-
ture that will come by. So, if it succeeds, fine, if 
it doesn’t, then we look for another avenue.” This 
sentiment highlights the youth’s willingness to em-
brace risk in various aspects of their entrepreneur-
ial and work pursuits. 

Another notable strategy by the youth is active 
innovation and creativity. They showed an attitude 
of exploring different ideas and opportunities, 
such as making and selling handcrafts to sustain 
themselves financially. Young people also engaged 
in online businesses as a means of earning income 
as opposed to entertainment purposes. They also 
demonstrated attempts to engage in agricultural 
activities, leveraging on food production in a sec-
tor that they have been underrepresented. 

Young people emphasized a spirit of open-mind-
edness and willingness to adapt: “By being flexible 
and trying to fit in any environment no matter how 
harsh it is so long as it’s good for you and what 
you’re trying to do is something which will bring 
positive results on your life” (Young Male in Uasin 
Gishu). They embraced the idea that success often 
required stepping outside of their comfort zones 
demonstrating their tenacity and determination to 
overcome economic hurdles. 

Building networks both formally and informally 
played a crucial role in their adaptive strategies of 
Kenyan youth.  They understood the value of estab-
lishing connections and leveraging their contacts 
to access opportunities, resources, and support. 
This proactive networking approach reflects their 
understanding of the benefits of social capital in 
overcoming obstacles. They reported associating 
themselves with successful individuals, leveraging 
the wisdom and expertise of others to enhance 
their own personal and professional development. 
This strategy allowed them to get inspiration, learn 
from the experiences of others, avoid potential pit-
falls, and access opportunities they may not have 

been aware of on their own. A key informant from 
YEDF highlighted the growing trend of young peo-
ple leveraging online platforms to connect with 
like-minded individuals and professionals in their 
respective fields. By expanding their social net-
works, they gain access to valuable knowledge, 
mentorship, and potential opportunities.

While acknowledging these strategies, the 
problem of delayed life milestones according to 
social cultural norms were noted. According to 
the director of the State Department for Youth Af-
fairs, young people express a strong inclination to 
prioritize their career advancement and financial 
stability over certain life milestones such as mar-
riage and starting a family. She said, “Youths are 
delaying certain aspects of their social lives, for 
instance, you meet several young people who are 
employed or have profitable businesses, but when 
you bring up the topic of marriage, they seem to 
put it off.” The key informant emphasised that this 
decision to postpone life milestones was common-
ly influenced by the perception that achieving sta-
bility in career and finances would contribute to a 
more secure future for themselves and their po-
tential families.

Migration due to limited job opportunities lo-
cally was mentioned as a strategy to achieve suc-
cess. The youth’s willingness to move to urban 
areas within Kenya or seek employment opportu-
nities abroad was echoed by many focus group dis-
cussions’ participants. According to them, migra-
tion presented an opportunity for jobs and more 
favourable economic conditions. 

A KII representative  noted youth’s efforts to 
upskill. The informant shared firsthand observa-
tions from working in a program focused on skill-
ing and empowerment. She noted that there was a 
growing trend among young people actively seek-
ing opportunities to acquire new skills. Many were 
taking advantage of programs that offered training 
beyond their initial areas of expertise. This strate-
gy, known as ‘re-tooling,’ enabled them to expand 
their skill sets and enhance their competitiveness 
in the job market. This deliberate effort to upskill 
themselves aims to improve their adaptability and 
better align with the opportunities available in the 
job market. With the current Kenyan economy, 
having the necessary education and credentials is 
often a prerequisite for accessing employment op-
portunities. As a result, they are pursuing avenues 
to enhance their qualifications and increase their 
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chances of securing meaningful employment.
Other unique strategies were also identified. 

A KII representative from FKE shed light on the 
desperate measures some young Kenyans uti-
lize to meet their financial needs. These include 
fraudulent schemes commonly known as “wash 
wash” and even robbery. These actions, driven by 
desperation, not only have a detrimental impact 
on society but also pose significant risks to the 
young people themselves. The prevailing econom-
ic difficulties push some young people to engage 
in vices that go against the values and norms of 
society. Such activities may not be a reflection of 
their character but rather a consequence of the 
challenging circumstances they find themselves in 
leading them to make choices that jeopardize their 
well-being. 
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IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON YOUTH ASPIRATIONS 
Youthhood during pandemic 

Figure 11: Gender Impact of Covid-19 on Aspirations

The COVID-19 pandemic influenced how young 
people perceived themselves. For instance, the 
respondents indicated that they were compelled 
by circumstances to discover hidden skills and 
talents. A young female respondent, Meru Coun-
ty stated; “My mum lost her job, and so to help 
her out I started plaiting people’s hair which later 
led me into cosmetology as a side hustle.”  Anoth-
er similar thought by a young male respondent 
in Mombasa County, saying, “I discovered a new 
skill and taught myself something I couldn’t do, 
like coding.” The majority also reported that the 
pandemic helped them to explore new paths, op-
portunities and possibilities, making them more 
innovative and creative. A young person in Nairobi 
County, explains:

“Covid made me rediscover myself differently. 
I was in the village and, most school-going 
kids were getting pregnant, they were exposed 
to so many challenges. It is at this point that I 
started a youth initiative foundation to talk to 
different girls and different boys in different 
localities. It is also at this time that we started 
a charity movement, and we would contribute 
small money to buy sanitary towels and boxers 
for the boys and girls.  

New skills emerged, “I learnt to process liquid 
soap and we could distribute it to the villages. So, 
it’s made me discover so many things that initial-

ly if it were not for Covid, it couldn’t have even 
crossed my mind.” A young female, in Mombasa 
county, expressed her growth in endurance stat-
ing, “It has taught me to be tough and keep go-
ing, I can do anything as long as it is within the 
degree and respect of the society, and I believe I 
can survive anywhere.” Similarly, a young Male, 
in Kakamega county described, “It made me feel 
that in life I need to put more effort when facing 
challenges, my effort will help me.” This suggests 
that young people developed some level of perse-
verance and maintained a positive attitude despite 
the challenges presented by the pandemic. 

Young people have become more adaptable 
and can quickly adjust to changes, which is crucial 
during times of crisis. A young male, from Kakame-
ga county, states, “Covid made me feel that when-
ever a worse situation comes, I need to develop 
by changing abruptly to the situation, the way it 
is needed”. 

Others were forced to take on more 
responsibilities and adapt to new roles within 
their families, “Before Corona, I was like, I’m 
still a child, I wanted everything to be done 
for me. Corona made me realize I’m the oldest 
now at home, I have small siblings who look 
up to me, so I just have to behave maturely 
(Young Man, Bungoma County).” Some 
young people highlighted the importance of 



Country Reportwww.pasgr.org 22

being prepared for unexpected changes and 
uncertainties in life, “the pandemic was an 
eye opener to most of us, that you can as well 
have your white-collar job but at the same 
time you are running a business because 
the office work is subject to change anytime 
(Young Man, Homabay county). 

The pandemic led to a positive mindset shift 
among young people. Young people realized 
the importance of saving and financial 
planning. A young person in Homabay 
outlined this aptly, “It was an eye-opener to 
know that savings are now important because 
people were working and not saving for the 
future, and all of a sudden you are told that 
your services are no longer needed and you 
didn’t save anything. The savings can become 
your initial capital to start a business” (Young 
Woman, Homabay County).       

Additionally, lessons on diversification of 
income, as a fallback plan in case of job loss 
or other unexpected challenges were learnt. 
“What I learnt is that we should not rely on 
permanent jobs but instead we can get self-
employment like you can start a business in 
addition to your permanent job so that you 
always have a fallback plan.” (Young person, 
Kisumu County). This was also echoed by a 
young person in Kwale, “it’s never about 
formal employment.  All I knew was after 
school you get employed but Covid changed 
the narrative and we had to find ways to 

survive.” (Young Woman, Kwale county) 

The pandemic also reaffirmed the significance 
of social connections. Young people realized 
the importance of family and friends, 
thus increasing appreciation for them. 
Consequently, family and friends, not money 
and possessions, are the most important 
things in life. A case in point was a respondent 
explaining, “We came to a point where we 
learnt family is something so important in life, 
this could be friends, mentors, peers, because 
we reached a point where you could not do it 
on your own, you need a helping hand to help 
you with that pinch of salt, that two spoons of 
sugar.” (FGD: Young Woman, Kwale county)

The pandemic had a profound effect on the 
perceptions and attitudes of young people, high-
lighting their adaptability, their appetite to learn 
and optimistic outlook. This allowed for personal 
and professional development and encouraged 
young people to explore new paths and opportuni-
ties. Recognizing that life can be unpredictable, the 
youth learnt to be proactive and forward-thinking 
in their planning and decision-making for the fu-
ture, an observation presented in youth’s own 
voices in this study. 

The youth were asked on how COVID-19 affect 
their businesses. The results showed the following:

Figure 12: Impact of Covid-19 on Business by Gender
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The youth were asked on whether they current-
ly run a business or not. 30% are currently running 
a business while 70% are not. Among those who 
are currently engaged in a business, a gender anal-
ysis shows that 53.8% were males while 46% were 
females.  About 16.4% of the youth had not been 
affected by COVID-19, 30.4% lost their income sig-
nificantly, 26% lost opportunities and customers, 
10.6% had their business options reduced, 5.7% 
had their business at their best making more mon-
ey while 5.3% had closed their business complete-
ly.  I had a kiosk, so it was brought down. I was so 
much affected that my business went down, for I 
had to look for another place to restart.”  (FGD: 
young Female, Kisumu County).“I was thinking of 
investing in a business eatery which now I didn’t 
achieve because I got laid off, I started up just a 
small business, which also didn’t work”. (FGD: 
young Female, Nairobi County).

The pandemic had a significant impact on fi-
nancial aspirations of young people’s, making it in-
creasingly challenging for them to save money for 
the future and pursue their economic goals. The 
loss of jobs and income instability reduced youth’s 
ability to save and plan for their financial securi-
ty. As was noted by a young female in Kakamega 
County, “I had some savings, planning to start a 
business. Unfortunately when COVID-19 came, my 
job ended and there was no source of income. My 
dreams were shut down”. Those who had accumu-
lated savings to start businesses or invest in their 
futures found their dreams dashed as their income 
streams vanished. The uncertainty and economic 
downturn made it difficult for young people to 
maintain stable financial situations, forcing many 

to put their aspirations on hold and focus on im-
mediate survival.

These examples illustrate the disruptions that 
existing businesses faced. Those aspiring to start 
their enterprises encountered financial challenges 
that derailed their plans. The pandemic’s economic 
repercussions led to closures, layoffs, and a decline 
in consumer demand, making it difficult for young 
entrepreneurs to sustain or establish their busi-
nesses. The loss of income and limited resources 
hindered their ability to invest, expand, or recover 
from setbacks caused by the pandemic. These ex-
amples highlight the resilience and determination 
of young people in the face of adversity, as they 
navigate the challenges and seek alternative ways 
to pursue their entrepreneurial ambitions.

COVID-19 negatively impacted young people’s 
migration aspirations, either for work or study 
abroad. A young person, in Nairobi County, narrat-
ed, “I had a visa to go work outside the country.  
Middle East and I had already done the interview. 
I was just waiting for my papers to be processed 
and then covid hit and migration was stopped, 
so I couldn’t go and start the job. So that oppor-
tunity just passed they had to employ somebody 
else. I lost the opportunity because I could not mi-
grate”. The inability to migrate caused frustration 
and disappointment as young people were eager 
to pursue new experiences, explore opportunities, 
and gain international exposure. The abrupt halt 
in their migration plans had a profound impact on 
their career trajectories and personal growth.

COVID-19 disrupted the aspirations and plans 
of many youths, forcing them to adapt to new cir-
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cumstances and challenges. This theme captures 
the various ways in which COVID-19 impacted the 
lives of youth, including delays in achieving goals, 
changes in career paths, and shifts in priorities 
to support family members. Similarly, it was also 
highlighted that COVID-19 impacted young peo-
ple’s social-cultural aspirations related to marriage 
and family. A note from a young Male in Uasin Gi-
shu county pointed out that, “COVID-19  has made 
me shelve the idea of getting married as I am cur-
rently surviving on a meagre salary. My little job 
became unstable so I couldn’t marry and I couldn’t 
get rich”. For some, it delayed their plans due to 
economic uncertainty, and financial challenges. 
This implied that it was going to be difficult to pro-
vide for and support their families. This made oth-
ers prioritise education and career before settling 
down in marriage.

Gender-related constraints and 
barriers to youth aspirations 

COVID-19 pandemic had a significant negative 
impact on Kenyan youth, specifically loss of em-
ployment, disruption of education, psychosocial 
challenges, and loss of businesses. It further exac-
erbated pre-existing youth challenges (unemploy-
ment and poverty), creating new challenges and 
mental health risks. The study found that although 
almost everyone was affected, the effect on young 
men and women was different due to their pre-ex-
isting gendered disparities. The impacts of crises 
are never gender-neutral, and COVID-19 is no ex-
ception. Young women were disproportionately 
affected by the pandemic because of the complex, 
intersecting vulnerabilities.

Due to high unemployment and restricted 
movement, young women into situations where 
they were sexually exploited to secure employ-
ment. They reported facing gender-based dis-
crimination in the workplace and limited job op-
portunities due to their gender. The prevalence of 
sexual violence in form of sexual harassment and 
exploitation of young girls and women in the work-
place was highlighted in a statement by a young 
female participant from Bungoma County, “When 
you’re a young person, especially a girl, applying 
for a job at a particular office. You are qualified 
and have the necessary paperwork, you won’t be 
given the job without giving something in return. 
You are told to use what you have [coy term for 
sex]to get what you don’t have.” 

In addition, across the focus group discus-
sions, young women reported an increase in gen-
der-based domestic violence in their respective 
communities. Societal expectations of men to pro-
vide for their families may have caused conflicts 
in households where men were unable to do so. 
Other research has shown that when men’s ability 
to perform their duties, their sense of masculinity 
is threatened which leads to violence as a com-
pensating behaviour (Thamari, 2021). In the case 
of current study, this trend was noted. 

Similarly, the influence of cultural factors in 
erecting gender barriers to youth aspirations was 
noted. Certain jobs or professions are still per-
ceived as being suitable only for men, which limits 
opportunities for female youth to pursue careers 
in such fields. For instance, a young female FGD 
participant from Uasin Gishu highlighted, “There 
are some positions when they’re giving out jobs, 
they’ll just say, no, this doesn’t fit a woman to be 
in that position.” A quote from young Female in 
Kakamege: “Like in the engineering industry, they 
associate it with men, so when you are lady who 
has done engineering they start wondering what 
you’re doing in engineering.” Nonetheless, young 
men also face limitations in accessing job oppor-
tunities due to gender biases, with girls being pre-
ferred over boys.

Young people from the LGBTQ+ community 
complained about ‘black tax’ and ‘gay tax’ whereby 
relatives demand financial support as a condition 
for acceptance.  In their attempt to live out their 
sexuality and be accepted, young people from the 
queer community are forced to carry the financial 
burden of their extended families. This has limit-
ed their ability to invest in their own personal and 
professional development, as they may need to 
use their resources to support their families, with 
consequent long-lasting effects on their well-being 
and prospects. As was noted by one participant 
from the queer community, “gay tax, black tax is 
taxed by your family, for accepting you for who we 
are. When you don’t give money, you are cut off. 
So, we are paying to be accepted in society. You 
are given responsibilities that are not your busi-
ness, but parents make it your responsibility. This 
insight sheds light on the complex intersection of 
financial obligations, societal acceptance, and the 
unique challenges faced by young LGBTQ+ individ-
uals as they navigate their personal and profes-
sional lives. 
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 Limited access to physical interaction, net-

working and recreational activities, affected young 
people’s wellbeing. Young men were particularly 
affected because they were typically less accus-
tomed to spending extended periods at home 
than their counterparts. A young Male from Kisu-
mu County stated, “There has been an increase 
in the number of youths suffering from anxiety 
and depression, due in part to the loss of employ-
ment and also the uncertainty that the pandemic 
brought. In 2020, a large number of youths were 
just beginning their lives in terms of employment 
or attending college. But then when the pandemic 
hit, it brought so much uncertainty that it led to an 
increase in anxiety, depression and mental health 
issues”. Due to men’s societal expectations and 
traditional inclination to suppress emotions and 
exhibit behaviours associated with strength and 
resilience, they were affected by more. Women 
often shoulder a significant portion of caregiving 
responsibilities within families which young wom-
en had to participate in during the pandemic. With 
school closures and increased need for home-
based care, women faced added stress and pres-
sure, balancing work, childcare, and household 
responsibilities led to mental health risks. Young 
men’s economic vulnerabilities stemmed from 
societal norms of masculinity, which forbid them 
from speaking about their struggles and seeking 
help. As was stated by a young Male in Mombasa 
County, “society has taught us not to speak about 
our struggles, the majority of men often suppress 
their emotions.” This expectation to silently en-
dure challenges can lead to emotional trauma and 
hinder men from reaching out for support when 
needed, exacerbating mental health risks.

Young women were perceived as more vul-
nerable to the virus and were sent home from 
work first, potentially due to concerns about their 
health and safety. A young female in Kisumu Coun-
ty said, “In our place of work, we were told that 
the ladies are more vulnerable. So, we were sent 
away, in fact, we were the first people to be sent 
out and told to sit at home”. The contrasting expe-
riences of economic challenges of young women 
and men highlight the influence of gender norms 
and societal expectations on individuals’ well-be-
ing. It exposes how traditional gender roles shape 
the ways in which different genders are treated 
and supported during times of crisis. This finding 
calls for a more nuanced understanding of gen-
dered vulnerabilities and the need for inclusive 

support systems that address the diverse needs of 
all individuals.

In our analysis of gender differences in the divi-
sion of labour, our results indicate that young men 
were able to engage in paid work to support their 
families whereas young women were left with lim-
ited opportunities to access income-generating 
opportunities. This is attributed to the fact that 
young women’s hours of family- care obligations 
increased during the pandemic while young men 
engaged in more paid work and personal time. De-
spite this unfair gendered division of labour, wom-
en were not protected from negative relationship 
outcomes. These findings align with Waddell, Over-
all, Chang, and Hammond (2021) who concluded 
that COVID-19 pandemic undermined progress to-
wards gender equality thereby negatively affecting 
the relationships and well-being of women. Young 
women reported a disproportionately high risk to 
their economic well-being, which pushed them 
out of the workforce and limited their labour force 
participation. This is because they assumed ad-
ditional responsibilities, such as domestic chores 
and child care, as a result of school closures and 
lockdowns. These obligations further constrained 
their capacity to pursue employment or engage 
in income-generating activities outside the home. 
Young women often shoulder the burden of un-
paid domestic work and child care, this therefore 
limited their time to pursue income-generating 
activities.   

During the COVID-19 pandemic, young women 
were faced by early pregnancies due to increased 
sexual violence and some were compelled to ear-
ly marriages thereby curtailing their education 
aspirations. Due to disruptions in health systems 
and financial constraints, young women reported 
reduced access to healthcare and reproductive 
services as well as access to menstrual hygiene 
products. As a result, some young women faced 
additional stress; the risk of unwanted pregnancies 
and sexually transmitted diseases. More young 
men on the other hand began to abuse drugs 
and other harmful substances. The pandemic led 
young men to increased risk-taking behaviours 
such as fraud (better known as wash wash in local 
slang) and gambling. Some women turned to pros-
titution as a means of survival. 

The pandemic exacerbated the digital divide 
leaving some young people further behind.  Specif-
ically, rural youth reported lack of internet connec-
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tivity and devices which negatively impacted their 
access to education and access to opportunities 
that youth in urban areas had. Young women in 
the rural area reported to have had less access to 
technology than their male counterparts. A young 
female in Garissa county “I wanted to finish my masters, 
but when COVID came, I stopped going to school and 
where I stay in Garissa Garissa county, it was hard be-
ing online, internet was also inaccessible. Like one and a 
half years I had gap year.” The gains made in gender 
equality were undermined by the pandemic (Fish-
er & Ryan, 2021).  In addition to these constraints 
which young men and women faced in pursuit 
of their aspirations due to COVID-19 pandemic, 
five foundational barriers were identified as most 
broad ranging and prevalent. These barriers face 
the young people even outside of the pandemic 
occurrence and limit their aspirations: Financial 
difficulties, restrictive social norms, poor employ-
ment prospects, corruption and nepotism, and dis-
crimination. 

Financial challenges due to limited access to 
credit resources and income-generating opportu-
nities were highlighted as the topmost barriers. 
Young people’s aspirations for higher education, 
vocational training or starting business require fi-
nancial capability which is lacking. Sense of hope-
lessness, frustration, and being held back from 
achieving one’s full potential characterise the 
youth’s feelings due to these financial barriers. 
Although the young people indicated their open-
ness to take risks, they are limited when it comes 
to starting new businesses or investing in personal 
development.

Restrictive social norms exacerbated the frus-
trations the young people faced. Parents put pres-
sure on their children to pursue certain career 
paths due to societal expectations. For example, 
as expressed by a young woman, “some parents 
believe that if you don’t pursue an education, 
nothing will help you, so they do not believe that 
our talents and skills can be utilised in other ways 
(FGD: A young female from Meru county). This 
therefore limits opportunities for youth to pursue 
their passion and interests. When societal expec-
tations do not align with the young person’s own 
interests, fear and self-doubt further limit their as-
pirational pursuits. Social norms that also expect 
men to provide lead to frustrations with conse-
quent effect on mental health risks, gambling. vi-
olence and addiction.

Poor employment prospects came as a signif-

icant barrier to young people’s aspirations as re-
peatedly emphasised during the focus group dis-
cussions by both young men and young women. 
Poor employment prospects include inability to 
secure work, underemployment, poor pay, corrupt 
employment processes and sexual exploitation at 
work. A young female in Homabay County said, “I 
have already finished school and now I am looking 
for a job, nobody is willing to employ you. They 
want to pay you a small salary, something that 
cannot sustain you well because they are com-
plaining that is what they can offer”. A female 
youth from Kakamega County noted that “Our 8-4-
4 system is based solely on providing us with con-
tent without practical skills, you may have a skill 
but no one to empower you”. There was a strong 
perception that when jobs become available, they 
are often unfairly given to family members or fel-
low tribe members or to those who could afford to 
bribe the job givers. 

Associated with poor employment prospects 
are institutional barriers that have far reaching ef-
fects on employment and youth’s preparedness for 
the job market. These barriers include prohibitive 
policies and practices that create obstacles to ac-
cessing resources and opportunities. For instance, 
as findings indicate that there is a lack of youth 
involvement in decision-making, government mis-
trust towards youths, and ineffective youth poli-
cies. Besides, the youth have talents but face ob-
stacles in promoting them due to the absence of 
policies to represent their interests. A male youth 
from Bungoma County reported: “in our current 
society, youth are not involved in decision-mak-
ing, and the government lacks confidence in them 
so the youth policies are ineffective. There are no 
youth-representative policies in place, so if your 
talent is recognized and you wish to promote it, 
you cannot do so.” 

Furthermore, corruption and nepotism 
emerged as primary obstacles to young people’s  
aspirational pursuits. Corruption in employment, 
characterised by patronage and bribery, is viewed 
as a significant barrier to the aspirations of young 
people, placing them in what the young people de-
scribed as a “tight spot.” Both young women and 
men reported systemic obstacles, such as the need 
for connections to secure a job, nepotism and trib-
alism as was succinctly expressed, “in some places, 
even if you are qualified and have been shortlist-
ed for a job, you are eliminated because you are 
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not from the same tribe”. Youth viewed nepotism 
and other forms of corruption as the greatest im-
pediment to their career and business aspirations. 
While having connections was lauded as an asset, 
in other cases it proved to limit those who do not 
have connections. The following views from youths 
illustrate this issue:

“There is one animal that prevents us from 
succeeding in life, corruption like a graduate 
from a university who goes to look for a 
job and because he or she is from a humble 
background the one in the office wants to be 
bribed.” (FGD: Young Male, Meru County)

“Nowadays, who do you know is a prerequisite 
for employment; do you know someone? If 
you do not know anyone, you are doomed”. It 
doesn’t matter whether you are smart or have 
experience.” (FGD: Young Male, Homabay 
County). 

Lastly, discrimination on the basis of gender 
and disability was highlighted as yet another sig-
nificant barrier to youth aspirations. Young people 
with disabilities (YWD) reported facing negative 
attitudes and assumptions about their capability 
to perform job tasks, leading to discrimination and 
feelings of humiliation.  In one of the YWD FGD 
groups in Nakuru, a young woman with mobility 
issues said; “When you are disabled, people start 
questioning your capability to do the work. They 
start saying don’t bring us, people who are com-
ing to disturb us, we will find ourselves carrying 
them, lifting them or supporting them whenever 
they want to do something.” YWD expressed con-
cern that they are overlooked for good jobs and 
that employers would not be willing to make the 
basic accommodations they require.

Opportunities and prospects 
occasioned by COVID-19 

Although COVID-19 pandemic created signif-
icant constraints on the youth and their aspira-
tions, it also presented some noteworthy opportu-
nities and prospects in favour of youth aspirations.  
COVID-19 pandemic opened up unlimited possibil-
ities for digital and technological utilisation by the 
youth. A shift from physical learning and interac-
tion platforms to virtual platforms opened oppor-
tunities for businesses and new ways for learning. 
Opportunities for digital marketing, remote work, 
and the use of online platforms for learning and 

communication emerged. Digital platforms such 
as Tiktok were utilised by young Kenyans to cre-
ate content and generate income. A young male 
from the creative industry noted, “that time I was 
idle, so I did lots of videos on TikTok and I was very 
active. People were always looking forward to my 
informative videos, which led to heavy usage of 
social media, then I started earning a living from 
it.” 

Some youth became content creators reap-
ing big from the short-form video hosting digital 
service. One of the informants from KEPSA not-
ed, “COVID-19 brought a decade of work ahead, 
we used to talk about the future of work in youth 
employment and it looked very remote, so when 
COVID-19 came, we realised how important it is to 
have digital technology presence as an under lay-
er and that opened up very many opportunities for 
young people.” The youth who had access to elec-
tricity and digital devices explored online jobs and 
opportunities to work remotely. This transitioned 
them into working from home and engaging in 
various online employment opportunities. Remote 
working arrangements enabled persons with dis-
abilities to work from home reducing the burden 
of inaccessible transport and infrastructure. The 
online platforms also created more opportunities 
for innovations in sign language interpretation and 
captioning which ultimately made communication 
easier for YWD. COVID-19 created an opportunity 
for social media monetization enabling young peo-
ple to capitalize on their social media spaces, cre-
ating new avenues for income generation. As this 
view illustrates, “COVID-19 boosted online mar-
keting and advertising, and door-to-door service 
delivery. Some people do delivery when you or-
der food online, clothing or any other item, some 
young people deliver to your house.  When they 
bring it, they’ll charge you a fee. We no longer go 
to the vendors, we call them and they deliver, that 
one has created employment”.

Young people were compelled by circumstanc-
es to think innovatively in their entrepreneurial 
pursuits. They were provoked to think outside the 
box and come up with new ways to make money, 
fostering the growth of side hustles and small busi-
nesses. One respondent from Homabay County 
stated: “Young people became innovative, there 
are things I discovered I was unable to do, but 
thanks to COVID-19, I am now able to do them. 
It has allowed me to earn more money from side 
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jobs”. Additionally, it created opportunities for 
entrepreneurs who were able to pivot and adapt 
their business models to meet changing consumer 
needs. For example, restaurants shifted to takeout 
and delivery services, while retailers moved to on-
line sales. This required entrepreneurs to be agile 
and creative, as well as to invest in new technolo-
gies and digital products.

In reference to personal and social 
development, COVID-19 presented 
opportunities for young people to benefit from 
government financial support, i.e government 
waivers, recruitment as community health 
workers/volunteers, increased family bonding, 
and support for mental health. The importance 
of mental health and support was underscored 
as stated: “Anxiety and depression made so 
many people aware of the need for recognition 
of mental health because there was so little 
acknowledgement that people have mental 
health problems. Therefore, we devised ways 
to virtually communicate with one another and 
acknowledge that you may be experiencing 
something mental without stigmatising it” 
(FGD: A Young Female, Kisumu County).

Awareness on pertinent policies was improved 
such that some youth interests and needs that 
were hitherto not taken seriously, were given at-
tention. An intensification of Technical and Voca-
tional Education and Training (TVET) recruitment 
and encouragement of youth to gain skills for work 
was by government agencies. It led to the expan-
sion of TVET institutions and provided opportuni-
ties for young people to access trainee support, 
scholarships, and competency-based education 
and training.  In addition, more organisations be-
came aware of disaster response with positive im-
plications on future disruptive events like the pan-
demic. Challenges facing persons with disabilities 
(PWDs) and the need for digital accessibility and 
policy directions were given some attention. 

The pandemic spurred the need for a deep-
er understanding and appreciation of the future 
of work was occasioned by the pandemic. Some 
trends such as learning and working flexibly have 
positive outcomes for young people’s prospects. 
Other features of the future of work such as work-
ing remotely will enable young parents particularly 
to learn or work while also carrying out parental 
and domestic responsibilities without wastage of 

time in daily commute. The future of work being 
digitised has accelerated the shift towards a dig-
ital world, with individuals learning new digital 
skills and embracing virtual communication and 
online platforms for work, studies, and social in-
teraction. Supported by the rapid deployment of 
new digital solutions such as video conferencing, 
document-sharing tools, and expansion of cloud-
based computing capacity, these needs present 
additional work prospects for the youth.  For the 
youth, these new work shifts mean developing 
new skills, and flexibility to respond to changing 
market demands, evolving needs and complex en-
vironments. 
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DIGNIFIED AND FULFILLING WORK 
Youth perspectives on dignified and fulfilling work

1.	 What is the perspective of young people on dignified and fulfilling jobs? Especially in qualitative 
terms.

2.	 What is the journey from whatever point they are towards dignified and fulfilling job like – for 
African young people?

3.	 Where on this journey do they get stuck, and how might they be assisted to move on?
Findings representing young people’s voices show that the most common factors they consider as 

important in dignified work are: satisfaction, respect, good pay, flexible work environment and a sense 
of purpose and meaning. 

Figure 13: Youth Voices on Dignified and Fulfilling Work

These sentiments were corroborated by the survey across the rural and urban locations where the 
majority of young men and women identified pay, respect and job security as what they consider as 
dignified work. In these three markers of dignified work more young men (62%) than women (53%) cite 
appropriately paid as most important for dignified and fulfilling work as shown in Figure 14 below.
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Figure 14: Young Men Definition of Dignified and Fulfilling Work

Figure 15: Young Women Definition of Dignified and Fulfilling Work

As young men and women indicated during the FGDs, appropriate pay is important to them as a 
key factor to dignifying and fulfilling work as it enables young people to meet their financial obligations. 
Young people consider the minimum wage to be a fundamental standard, but a dignifying job should go 
above and beyond that. Their work should therefore be rewarding, enough to cater for their needs and 
those of their family. One key informant explained, “You may pay them good money but if it is not flexi-
ble to accommodate them, they may leave you, because what they describe as a good job should have 
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a flexible working environment to think or try new 
ideas. You have to find a way of just bringing the 
best out of them”. It is noteworthy to conclude cre-
ating an environment that fosters youth creativity 
and innovation is essential for job satisfaction and 
fulfilment.

Work that respects young people was also 
rated as dignified and fulfilling with slightly more 
young men (55%) acknowledging it than young 
women (51%). A secured job was also ranked as 
important by 52% of young men and 49% of young 
women. Three factors of work, jobs that society 
does not frown on, (12% young men and 13% 
young women) jobs where mothers can work con-
veniently (8% young men and 22% young women) 
and jobs where disadvantaged people can work 
conveniently (12% young men and 13% young 
women) were ranked lowest as important for dig-
nified and fulfilling work. Even in these factors that 
were ranked lowest, it is notable that since women 
are most affected by motherhood responsibilities, 
more young women (21%) than young men (8%) 
indicated that as an important factor for dignified 
and fulfilling work. 

Interviews and focus group discussions gave 
a broader view of young people’s perceptions of 
dignified and fulfilling life. For instance, job sat-
isfaction was discussed and expressed in differ-
ent forms by the young people. Satisfaction was 
framed as access to a stable and well-paying job; 
a job that aligns with their interest and passion; 
a job that aligns with personal and professional 
goals; a job that is respected by others; a job that 
makes them happy and provides peace of mind. 

Autonomy and independence are essential 
elements for satisfaction, such as starting one’s 
own business, where the individual has more con-
trol over their work and schedule. A young Male 
in Kajiado shared this perspective, he explained, 
“A job that you are passionate about and that 
gives you happiness and satisfaction as a person 
is dignifying and fulfilling because you can have 
a high-paying job that you are not passionate 
about”. Similarly, another young female respon-
dent in Bungoma stressed, “It’s a job that gives 
you peace of mind, there is no pressure, you are 
just peaceful with what you earn there, with col-
leagues around you, and the friends around you, 
you’re comfortable including environment and 
the income.” Although appropriate payment is de-
sired, young people seek employment that goes 

beyond financial considerations and encompasses 
aspects that contribute to their overall well-being, 
fulfilment, and satisfaction. 

Respect features prominently as another key 
aspect of dignified work, even if it is not well-pay-
ing. Young people believe that dignified work 
should respect and value them as individuals and 
employers should acknowledge their worth and 
appreciate their unique skills and abilities. Re-
spect was also viewed in relation to kinds of work 
young people can earn from but that do not de-
rive a sense of pride or social recognition. As one 
youth highlighted, “some occupations, such as 
shoemaking, may pay well but are not necessarily 
respected or valued by society.”  In contrast, being 
referred to as a teacher was viewed as more dig-
nified and respected, even if the income may be 
low. As was reported by a young Male in Bungo-
ma County, “There are people who upon getting 
a job, they are not comfortable. A job like sewing 
shoes may attract many customers and generate 
income, but now, people refer to you as someone 
who sews, which is not good, it’s better to say you 
are a teacher even if you don’t get money because 
you are respected as a teacher”. Social recognition 
and respect for the nature of the work performed 
contribute to the perception of dignity in employ-
ment. 

Work that commands dignity would be one 
that one is treated equally and fairly regardless of 
seniority or position in the workplace. Specifical-
ly, for young women, dignity meant freedom from 
sexual harassment and exploitation. For young 
men, dignity meant protection of one’s freedom 
and self-esteem. A young male in Machakos Coun-
ty stated, “A job where there is no junior, there is 
no senior. We take ourselves as all equal, and that 
should always be the policy of every workplace”. 
To a large extent, dignity was expounded by an in-
formant in KEPSA who mentioned, “It is work that 
gives you the capability to live a decent and dig-
nified life and is respectful of your fundamental 
human rights. It does not take you into precarious 
situations but provides social protection measures 
like insurance.” Dignity in work is closely tied to 
equality, fairness, and the protection of funda-
mental human rights.

According to the young people, dignified work 
provides a sense of work-life balance. It provides a 
flexible work environment that allows for rest and 
balance in life, with enough time for rest and bal-
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ance outside of work.  Youth repeatedly stressed 
the need to balance between their job and person-
al life without sacrificing career goals. In her de-
scription, “a job that does not limit you, you know 
as humans we need rest. A job that will not burn 
you out. As long as you have sufficient resting 
time, regardless of how much it pays or how much 
you enjoy it, you must rest.” (A young Female, Ka-
jiado County).

Young people also alluded to a dignified job 
as one that gives them a sense of purpose and 
meaning, that is feeling like you are making a dif-
ference in the world or contributing to a greater 
cause. They believe that helping others is fulfilling. 
A young participant elaborated, “dignifying work 
is making an impact in someone’s life, helps in 
solving problems in people’s day-to-day lives, be 
it emotionally, physically or financially. It is when 
I do something that creates a change that we de-
sire.” (LGBTQ person, Nairobi County) They em-
phasised the importance of not just having a ca-
reer but also finding ways to help others and make 
a positive impact. 

Moreover, the opportunity for growth and de-
velopment was linked to dignified work. It entailed 
positions that allow young people to grow and 
develop professionally, and the chance to acquire 
new skills and face new challenges. A young par-
ticipant in Bungoma criticised this idea when she 
stated, “Most of you want to be in public service 
because you can develop and learn, but public 
service is stressful. You try to do the right thing, 
but you’re forced to do wrong, you try to do good, 
you are forced to do bad. This is because someone 
can come to you and ask you to do something for 
them, but if you refuse, he says it’s either you fol-
low what he says or else you are dismissed.” While 
the opportunity for growth and development was 
the starting point associated with dignified work, 
merely offering professional development oppor-
tunities does not ensure dignity if individuals are 
forced to compromise their values or engage in 
unethical practices. The quality of the work envi-
ronment and the presence of integrity are crucial 
for work to be truly dignified.

Youth’s skills and skill gaps
The study showed that the youth possess skills 

for work attained through formal education and 
informal means. However, it was notable that al-
though they had these skills, the young people 

felt that the skills they possessed did not always 
match with the work prospects they envisioned. 
They also reiterated the need to re-skill or attain 
additional training. An outline of some of the skills 
possessed by young people include technical skills 
such as driving, welding, mechanical, electrical, 
and computer literacy. Creative skills include hair-
dressing, makeup art, music, and poetry. Customer 
service skills such as sales, marketing, administra-
tive and secretarial skills. 

The following skill gaps were identified through 
interviews and focus group discussions: Young peo-
ple aspired to own businesses, yet few mentioned 
having skills related to business management 
hence indicative of a skill gap in business manage-
ment and entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurial and 
innovation skills set focuses on creativity, enter-
prising abilities, and an entrepreneurial mindset. 
These skills are increasingly important as young 
people adapt to new ways of operating, seeking 
growth, change, and innovation in non-traditional 
career paths. Encouraging innovation and entre-
preneurship will help young people develop cre-
ative solutions to existing problems, ensuring the 
continued growth and evolution of their business-
es or projects. 

The study also revealed a gap in technical and 
vocational skills with research participants em-
phasising the importance of learning practical, 
hands-on skills, such as mechanics, plumbing, 
construction, and agriculture. They expressed a 
desire to attend technical or vocational schools 
to gain these skills, which they believe can lead 
to self-employment and enable them to devel-
op practical and technical skills of trade-specific 
knowledge. Technical skills are crucial for execut-
ing the requirements of various jobs and indus-
tries, an untapped area of employment for the 
youth. Financial literacy skills were also found to 
be lacking as young people expressed the need to 
know how to manage finances and bookkeeping to 
enable them to successfully execute their business 
ideas. Although young people indicated that they 
have computer-related skills, there was a notable 
observation that improving digital skills is critical 
for the current world whether in business or in 
entrepreneurship. A gap in aligning digital skills to 
new work trends and the ability to utilise new skills 
still exists.
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YOUTH RESILIENCE AND ADAPTABILITY 
STRATEGIES 
Enablers of resilience 

Enablers of resilience including perseverance, optimism, humour, social support, emotional regu-
lation, and spirituality were weighed against whether the young men and women perceived that they 
possessed these qualities. In all the characteristics more than 70% strongly agreed and agreed that they 
possess the characteristics as follows: 

91% of young men (8% strongly agree and 83% agree) and 89% of the young women (6% strong-
ly agree and 83% agree) indicated that optimism and positive self-image supported their resilience as 
shown below. 

Figure 16: Positive Self-image and Optimism

Other research (Dumont and Provost 1999) has shown that optimism cushions individuals from hope-
lessness in states of widespread social and economic disruption such as the covid-19 pandemic. Others 
have also argued that “Intrinsic curiosity and an optimistic outlook” are key ingredients that contribute to 
resilience, (Dvorsky, Breaux, and Becker 2021) an observation that was also evident in the current study. 
This optimism was also echoed in the FGDs as they narrated stories of optimism and positive image they 
bring in the face of covid-19 adversity and unemployment: 

Figure 17: Perseverance and Commitment
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Young women and men also use humour and positive thinking as protective measures for resilience 
and as means of responding to adversity as shown below: 

Figure 18: Humor and Positive Thinking

Cann and Collette (2014), Abbasi (2017) and Neenan (2017) studies show that humour promotes re-
silience as it is used to deflect difficult situations. Most young people, i.e. 75% young men (24% strongly 
agreed and 51% agreed) and 75% young women (22% strongly agreed and 53% agreed) said that they use 
humour or appreciate humour in handling their daily situations. 

Additionally, the results on emotional regulation showed a similar trend with 90% of young men (27% 
strongly agreeing and 63% agreeing) and 79% of the young women (22% strongly agreeing and 57% 
agreeing) emotional regulation as shown in Figure below:

Figure 19: Emotional Regulation

Equally, and as reported in focus group discussions, young people utilised spirituality and faith groups 
to strengthen their resilience. The figure below shows that a significant number of young men and young 
women consider spirituality as an enabler of their resilience.
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Figure 20: Spirituality and Faith

As part of efforts to remain hopeful in challenging circumstances, young people want to be seen as 
achievers and they communicate that to others while manifesting their own confidence and sense of 
responsibility in the choices they make as shown below. 

Figure 21: Personal Confidence and Responsibility

Of the above enablers of resilience, most young men and women alluded social to relational and 
social support as an enabler they utilised most in building their resilience highlighting the significance of 
social capital. 

Banking on social Capital
Despite the challenges of getting fulfilling work, COVID-19 lockdowns and disrupted social life, the 

young men and women reported having been part of social groups that lessened these difficulties. Small 
family or community groups as well as social media groups provided a forum for social support. Most 
young people utilised social support and relationships in their resilience journey. 87% of the young wom-
en and 84% of the young men indicated that social support was an important resilience enabler for them 
shown in Figure below. 
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Figure 22: Relational/ Social Support

The young people had social networks includ-
ing friends and family which created opportunities 
such as job links, training, and discovering and 
building on talents. They saw social networks as a 
source of great support for them in receiving emo-
tional support, mentorship and positive advice and 
comfort. Several interviewees mentioned working 
together with others, forming groups or networks, 
and utilising their social connections to help each 
other during the pandemic. Those we spoke with 
emphasised leveraging their social networks and 
the networks of those close to them to achieve 
their goals and advance their careers. The follow-
ing quote illustrates,

“I’ve received a lot of support, especially 
from family and friends. Sometimes you find 
yourself in a difficult situation, you don’t have 
the finances, moral support or even advice. 
Without the support, I don’t know where I 
would have been. I’ve received support from 
my friends, relatives, and family. That’s what 
has kept me going”. (FGD: young person, 
Nairobi). 

Although this was echoed by the young peo-
ple, they also indicated that family support may 
not be guaranteed if one comes from financially 
precarious or unstable households. In such cases 
the young person becomes the supporter instead 
of the one being supported. One respondent 
highlighted a potential issue with family support, 
specifically in the context of polygamous families 
where resources are constrained with existing 
relational tensions. In some cases, young people 
intimated that parents are not always supportive:

“I think it’s high time families change their 
mindset. You know that traditional family 
mindset that, oh, I’ve educated my child until 
the university, so she must just be a doctor, a 
teacher, a nurse. We change that mindset and 
embrace whatever our children want to do. 
Nowadays the youth embrace anything, you 
find a graduate, but he’s so much engaged 
in agriculture that he’s not even looking for 
a white-collar job.” (Young Female, Kisumu 
County).

Many young people are aware of social pro-
tection structures within government and among 
non-governmental stakeholders. These structures 
such as funds to support youth entrepreneurship 
and employment are available but are not effective 
or accessible to many. Several young people hinted 
that they need networks to access these, and the 
process is frustrating. Concerns of nepotism and 
corruption in job search processes were raised. So, 
while the youth utilise social networks, the same 
networks may become inaccessible or only help-
ful to a few. For example, in Kajiado county, youth 
stated, “from the government’s side, I will say no 
because of the frustrations I received. The govern-
ment needs to have a good platform that is ready 
to help young people because the system that the 
government has it’s a struggle for young people. 
Youth don’t get assistance because even the youth 
fund is given to older people”. 

Young people see their peers as being helpful 
and motivating, but also as competitors and not 
necessarily sources of support.  Even though peers 
provide moral support needed, the young people 
are worried about negative peer pressure which 
can be a significant hindrance to success. At the 
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same time, negative influences on success because of negative attitudes from friends was highlighted: 
“There was a case in Busia in which a young man established a business, but when he told his friends 
how well he was doing, instead of receiving support, the friends devised a plot to kill him, and he was 
ultimately murdered.” (FGD Young Man, Kisumu County)

Youth adaptability 
Despite uncertain prospects, young men and women demonstrate various adaptive capabilities as 

shown below: 

Figure 23: Young Women’s Adaptability

Figure 24: Young Men’s Adaptability

In their own self-assessment, the young people indicated high adaptability skills including the ability 
to think through possible options, ability to adjust expectations, ability to seek new information, ability 
to develop new ways of going about things, ability to reduce negative emotions and ability to minimise 
frustrations. 
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The qualitative analysis backs these as youth 
expressed their flexibility, and creativity. Youth 
adapted to new situations, finding alternative ways 
to earn a living. A young respondent explained, 
“When COVID-19 came, I was doing security work, 
but the job ended. I started cooking chapati and 
mandazi by the roadside and selling them. Some-
times I could get arrested by either police or coun-
ty officials and taken to City Hall. So, I have to give 
them Ksh 500 so that I am not arrested. That’s 
how I survived selling Mandazi and chapati in the 
streets.” Other participants similarly explained, 
“Being laid off, we were just doing anything that 
comes by, regardless of our profession or what we 
like to do, accepting anything and everything that 
comes our way, as long as it can put food on the 
table and pay the bills.” Additionally, some young 
people explored new careers and new businesses 
pointing to alternative ways of surviving and mak-
ing do with the conditions they found themselves 
in. Notably, young people especially in the urban 
centres who had access to technology and digital 
devices increased their digital engagements and 
online ideas for generating income. A young per-
son, Nairobi County says, “It made us more aware 
of technology. We could now use technology to 
do things online, online meetings, online learning, 
online business, and online marketing. This was an 
advantage or an opportunity to every one of us, 
whether you’re a businessperson and motivation-
al speaker, anything, you’re selling a product, you 
post it online, people buy it.”

Youth in the rural counties embraced agricul-
ture as an alternative way of survival. “When I saw 
that there was no hope, I started my own poultry 
farm and started rearing chicken”, YWD respon-
dent, Nakuru county. Some participants saw agri-
culture as a viable means of reducing life expenses 
by growing their own food and increasing their 
income. 

Conclusion on Youth Resilience 
and Adaptability

Resilience and adaptability of young people in 
Kenya show that they have capacity to respond to 
challenges and identify new opportunities. This 
suggests a need for greater investment in ini-
tiatives that promote personal and professional 
growth, as well as efforts to enhance the adap-
tive capacity of young people in response to the 
changing employment landscape. Additionally, the 

emphasis on alternative ways of survival such as 
agriculture and digital skills suggests a need for 
greater flexibility and diversity in employment op-
portunities that can accommodate the evolving 
aspirations and needs of young people. It appears 
that promoting the resilience and adaptability of 
young people is essential for unlocking their po-
tential and supporting their aspirations for a fulfill-
ing and successful future as was demonstrated by 
the following insights from the study: 

Transformative capacity: Kenyan youth possess 
extraordinary transformative capacity and, when 
provided with a supportive environment, they can 
serve as catalysts for the development of inclusive 
and resilient societies during crisis response, re-
covery, and preparation for future disruptions.

Adaptive capacity: Kenyan youth strengthened 
their adaptive capacity by being flexible, embrac-
ing change, taking initiative and adjusting their 
plans or strategies in response to new circum-
stances.

Resilience: Kenyan youth identified human 
capital-related resilience qualities, which includ-
ed persistence and determination, learning and 
growth, a positive mindset and identifying creative 
solutions. The findings highlight the resourceful-
ness and resilience of young people in Kenya, who 
are taking proactive steps to overcome the chal-
lenges they face. The focus on entrepreneurship 
and innovation suggests a desire to create oppor-
tunities and generate economic growth, while the 
pursuit of higher education and professional de-
velopment reflects a desire for personal growth 
and development. Additionally, the emphasis on 
social support networks and formal and informal 
networks suggests a recognition of the importance 
of community and collaboration in achieving goals. 
Overall, these insights suggest that investing in the 
potential of young people in Kenya can have sig-
nificant positive impacts on both individual and 
community well-being, as well as broader social 
and economic development.
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CONCLUSION
Youthhood is a complex and confusing phase 

characterised by personal growth, employment 
anxieties, and aspirations for the future. For Ken-
yan youth, this period presents tensions of achieve-
ment and failure. While the young people under-
stand their responsibility to develop skills and lay 
foundations for their careers, challenges related to 
lack of access to essential resources dampen their 
efforts. In their own voices, the young people reit-
erated that with the right support and resources, 
youthhood presents a time of great opportunity 
and potential for personal fulfilment and success. 

COVID-19 pandemic brought forth both pos-
itive and negative experiences to young people’s 
aspirations. On the positive side, it strengthened 
their self-reliance, resilience, and adaptability to 
new circumstances leading to innovative means of 
survival and ‘hustling’ spirit which continues to be 
valuable beyond the pandemic. The pandemic also 
resulted in the discovery of new youth identities, 
skills, and capabilities useful for pursuing future 
aspirations. Increased technology uptake, adapta-
tion to change, personal and social development, 
as well as an opportunity to experience the future 
of work (remote and digitised modalities) was pre-
sented by the pandemic. On the negative side, the 
loss of businesses and employment prospects, dis-
ruptions to education and training greatly affected 
the youth. As a result of the pandemic disruptions 
such as lockdowns, there were increased cases of 
mental illness, gender-based violence, unwanted 
pregnancies and early marriages, and drug and 
substance abuse. Overall, there was also evidence 
of missed key development milestones; limited 
access to meaningful and secure employment, de-
layed education plans, difficulty saving money for 
the future, and the entrepreneurial plans delayed, 
postponed or completely derailed. 

To be successful, according to Kenyan youth, 
means to secure good jobs and establishing busi-
nesses. Besides this, a significant finding from the 
study revealed that young people perceive success 
as not only a means of achieving their business 
aspirations but also creating employment oppor-
tunities for others. These aspirations drive them 
towards financial security that would unlock the 
ability to give back to society particularly by sup-
porting family and friends. Creating employment 
opportunities for others was echoed by the young 

people demonstrating desire for impact beyond 
themselves. While the youth aspirations are root-
ed in a desire to create an impact in the commu-
nity, the study showed that the path to achieving 
these aspirations is non-linear and complex due to 
multiple barriers. These hurdles include personal 
impediments such as fear of failure, mental health 
challenges, gambling, addiction and substance 
abuse; financial constraints including lack of 
school fees for further education, and insufficient 
credit for business start-ups; employment related 
challenges such as limited job prospects for youth 
pursuing career paths with low job opportunities, 
high competition, and inadequate practical skills; 
and institutional and systemic barriers including 
corruption, ineffective youth policies, government 
mistrust towards youth and lack of youth involve-
ment in decision making.  

The study also found that despite these chal-
lenges, Kenyan youth are determined to overcome 
these obstacles and achieve their aspirations 
through various strategies like innovative business 
ideas; taking risks on any business or work ven-
ture; pursuing multiple income streams; pursuing 
higher education through scholarships; establish-
ing self-help and savings groups; pursuing work 
opportunities abroad; leveraging on their social 
networks, and participating in government pro-
grams like Kazi Mtaani.5

Significant gender norms and barriers were 
identified in regard to young peoples’ aspirations 
and resilience. The COVID-19 experience rein-
forced traditional gender roles and expectations 
that position men as the primary breadwinners 
and women as the primary caregivers. During the 
pandemic, women were sent home from work first 
because they were perceived as more vulnerable 
than men, while men were expected to be tough 
and resilient, perpetuating traditional gender 
norms. Young women faced additional barriers to 
employment due to sexual exploitation, limiting 
their employment opportunities and hindering 
career advancement. Challenges faced by young 
women reflected patriarchal attitudes and pow-
er imbalances in the workplace which amplified 
young women’s vulnerabilities. Cultural norms and 
biases constrained the opportunities for female 
youth to pursue certain careers as some occupa-

5	  This program for youth by the Government of Kenya is no longer 
operating. 
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tions were still viewed as appropriate only for men 
such as drivers construction workers. Young males 
were also limited in their access to employment 
opportunities due to gender preferences, with 
young women favoured over young men in some 
cases. Similarly, young members of the LGBTQ+ 
community faced financial burdens in supporting 
their extended families as a result of societal pres-
sure to secure acceptability, limiting their capacity 
to invest in their personal and professional devel-
opment.

Kenyan youth define dignified and fulfilling 
work as a job that achieves satisfaction, earns re-
spect, offers fair compensation or good income, 
fosters a sense of purpose and meaning, offers 
an opportunity for growth and development, and 
provides a sense of work-life balance. This defini-
tion resonates with their perception of success. To 
achieve success, and dignified and fulfilling work, 
young people rely on their social network, includ-
ing friends, family, well-wishers. According to the 
young people, the social network provides them 
with emotional and financial support and helps 
in creating opportunities for work, including job 
linkages, skills training, and building on talents. 
The study found that a diverse range of skills are 
needed to respond to changing circumstances. 
These skills identified by the youth include, en-
trepreneurial and innovation skills, technical and 
vocational skills, financial literacy, job market com-
petencies and digital literacy.

Finally, the young people exhibited resilience 
and adaptive capacity as demonstrated through 
flexibility to try new income generating work, and 
a positive mindset to grow new skills. They also 
demonstrated the capacity to recognize and cap-
italize on new opportunities and embracing alter-
native ways of survival such as engaging in agricul-
ture and increasing their digital footprint.
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Youth Support and Access 
Recommendations 

Levelling the Employment Field

1.	 Young people advocated for the imple-
mentation of professional standards 
against discrimination to be enforced, es-
pecially based on gender, age, ethnicity 
and disability in the workplace. Govern-
ment should therefore reinforce and sup-
port anti-discrimination measures. 

2.	 Investing in youth-targeted mentorship 
programmes to enable access to knowl-
edge, skills, tools and resources needed 
for meaningful access to dignified and 
fulfilling employment. Establishment of 
platforms for peer learning and business 
mentoring for aspiring entrepreneurs, 
both within and outside of formal learn-
ing structures, can provide the needed 
mentorship support for youth. Youth de-
sire support through apprenticeship and 
internship programs such as opportunities 
for temporary employment or programs 
that offer skills training, educational op-
portunities and mentorship that support 
youth in developing the skills and knowl-
edge they need to succeed.  

3.	 Programmes providing financing for young 
entrepreneurs need to be re-evaluated 
and redesigned to address structural ob-
stacles that impede adoption such as re-
quirement for collateral and years of expe-
rience. 

4.	 They want to be supported financially with 
scholarship funding to achieve education-
al aspirations and business capital for busi-
ness entrepreneurs.

5.	 Youth face bias and unnecessary barriers 
when seeking employment, particularly 
in the requirement for work experience. 
Youth fervently demanded a change and a 
more equitable employment environment 
that rewards hard work, talent, and am-
bition. They highlighted the need for em-
ployers to provide equal opportunities and 
accommodations for all youth, regardless 

of their abilities or disabilities. 
6.	 Youth with disabilities demanded basic 

investment in provisions like mobility sup-
port to increase their access to employ-
ment. A young person with a disability 
said, “I have a disability but it does not 
affect my ability to perform in a work en-
vironment, all we will need are adaptation 
measures.” 

Improving Educational Access 
and Quality

1.	 Kenya’s TVET system should be redesigned 
with a focus on improving the quality of 
teaching and infrastructure, opening path-
ways from TVET to university, providing 
training in soft skills, and tailoring the cur-
riculum to workplace needs by involving 
labour market stakeholders in curriculum 
design and training and mentoring pro-
grammes.

2.	 Youth are concerned that the current ed-
ucation system does not equip them with 
the right skills that will make them com-
petitive in the job market. They criticized 
overreliance on exams and rigid structures 
that fail to recognize competitive skills. 
They are also dismayed that the education 
they are receiving may not prepare them 
for the job market or give them a chance 
for employment. Therefore, they called 
for a change in the education system em-
phasizing learning skills that are applicable 
and beneficial resulting in a better gener-
ation that will not face the same employ-
ment challenges.

Increasing Voice and Civic 
Engagement

1.	 Ensuring the participation of diverse youth 
perspectives in policy dialogues. This in-
volves the establishment of policy dia-
logue platforms that provide secure spaces 
for all youth to contribute. Accountability 
mechanisms to monitor implementation 
of youth-centric policies need to be in 
place with participation of youth. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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2.	 Involving youth in the policy development 
design and implementation of all of the 
recommended policies. Currently, youth 
participation in program design is lacking, 
and as a result, programs do not cater to 
youth aspirations. As one young woman 
in a focus group in Nairobi put it: “I feel 
more supported when my decisions are in-
corporated within the society, I feel more 
comfortable when at least I can take part 
in decision making. I’m so much appreci-
ated, in consultation, with regards to is-
sues that are of the community that I’m 
coming from”.

Entrepreneurship Support

1.	 An enabling environment for doing busi-
ness, including making it easy to obtain 
business permits, and other necessary 
documentation as well as supporting 
youth with innovative ideas and talents. 
Youths need support in navigating the bu-
reaucratic processes and regulations that 
can be a barrier to starting a business. 
Most importantly, government funds and 
initiatives should be implemented fairly 
and transparently, without favouritism or 
discrimination.

2.	 Young people want access to role models 
and mentors who can provide guidance 
particularly to help them navigate uncer-
tain pathways like entrepreneurship and 
employment. Across the board, young 
people felt they lacked this support. “We 
need mentors with whom we can main-
tain a close relationship, someone to hold 
your hand and show you the direction 
where you are headed. You cannot just do 
things blindly, you will meet bumps on the 
way, this support will help us navigate any 
challenges that may arise”. (FGD: Young 
Female, Mombasa County).

Psychosocial Health Support

1.	 Following the mental health challenges 
that young people experienced due to the 
impact of COVID-19, they called for the 
provision of mental health facilities to be 
made available and accessible, to support 
in management and prevention of stigma. 
This could be an important step towards 

creating a more supportive environment 
for young people.

2.	 Integrating psychosocial care services into 
youth programs to support young people 
as a preventative measure against mental 
illnesses. 

Policy Environment 
Recommendations

1.	 Regulatory and Policy Support: Advocacy 
for policies that support entrepreneurship 
and ease regulatory burdens can create a 
conducive environment for scaling busi-
nesses. Working with government entities 
to simplify licensing processes, reduce 
bureaucracy, and address legal and regu-
latory challenges can significantly benefit 
young entrepreneurs. Tax reliefs for youth-
led start-ups and permit waivers from lo-
cal government and parastatals will boost 
youth-led businesses. The youth noted 
that the process of registering a business is 
very accessible to most youth and straight-
forward but some youth do not have this 
information.

2.	 When designing youth policies, we can-
not focus solely on this demographic but 
we must acknowledge that they are em-
bedded within a larger ecosystem of non-
youth actors, thereby designing policy 
responses that operate at the ecosystem 
level.

3.	 Emphasis should be placed on ensuring 
that young people have a diverse set of 
skills. A greater emphasis should be placed 
on building resilience, especially at the do-
mestic and community levels.

4.	 In the foundational design, programs must 
acknowledge that young people do not 
exist in isolation. They live in a complex 
social ecosystem in which the support 
they receive from their social network 
(family, friends, and community) has a di-
rect impact on their aspirations. Programs 
must involve not only young people inde-
pendently, but also family members and 
community leaders, to be effective.

5.	 It is important to take an intersection-
al approach to understand the impact of 
Covid on young people. This is because 
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gender intersects with other factors like 
socio-economic status to shape individu-
als’ experiences and opportunities. By ac-
knowledging and addressing these inter-
secting factors, we can better support all 
young people in accessing the resources 
and opportunities they need to thrive.

6.	 Youth-friendly employment policies like 
paid internships and job security should 
be enhanced. This is to ensure that the 
systemic loopholes that make youth opt 
for business as opposed to employment 
are closed. Youth who opt for business 
should do so out of choice and not circum-
stances.

Youth centric and youth-led 
initiatives 

1.	 Pandemic recovery and resiliency solu-
tions must be youth-led, adaptable, and 
sensitive to the diverse requirements of 
young women and men, and they must 
promote youth leadership as a form of hu-
man capital. 

2.	 The digital divide is readily apparent and 
young people particularly from rural areas 
are highly disadvantaged in terms of tech-
nology access and uptake. This Inequitable 
access to digital opportunities must be ad-
dressed. New approaches are needed to 
close the digital divide.

3.	 Kenyan youth face a multitude of barri-
ers to employment that can be addressed 
through collaborative efforts involving vari-
ous stakeholders. At the social-cultural lev-
el, gender bias calls for concerted efforts 
are required from society to challenge and 
change these discriminatory practices. On 
a personal level, building self-confidence 
and empowering young individuals to be-
lieve in their skills and abilities is crucial. 
Mentorship programs, skills development 
workshops, and career guidance initiatives 
can play a vital role. At the systematic level, 
collaboration between educational institu-
tions, industry experts, and policymakers 
is essential to bridge the gap between ed-
ucation and employment.

4.	 While the rapidly changing nature of work 
has made it hard to accurately predict 
what skills would be most in demand in the 

future, there is no doubt that youth will 
need to develop resilience. The COVID-19 
pandemic has highlighted the importance 
of resilience as a crucial skill for youth as 
they navigate their worlds of education 
and work.

5.	 Opportunities for funding and supplying 
the government should be decentralized. 
The youth decried the culture of kick-
backs and ‘tenderpreneurs’ which marred 
the process regardless of access to gov-
ernment procurement opportunities for 
women and youth

Relevance to Mastercard 
Foundation Programs

When asked to describe their business aspira-
tions, several young respondents indicated that 
they aspired to establish successful enterprises 
they are passionate about and to build business 
empires that would provide employment opportu-
nities for other young people. The unifying aspect 
of their aspirations is that they all desire to scale. 
Many young people have a strong entrepreneurial 
drive and a desire to create successful businesses. 
They are motivated not only by personal success 
but also by the opportunity to make a positive im-
pact on society. Could the future of employment 
consist of assisting these young entrepreneurs to 
accomplish the scale they desire for their busi-
nesses? If so, what kind of support would they 
need? Perhaps the future of employment could 
indeed involve supporting young entrepreneurs in 
achieving the scale they desire for their business-
es. Aspiring entrepreneurs often face numerous 
challenges when it comes to scaling their ventures, 
and providing the necessary support can be crucial 
in enabling their success. Programmatic consider-
ations in reference to the following areas are rec-
ommended: 

1.	 Access to Capital: Scaling a business typi-
cally requires significant financial resourc-
es. Young entrepreneurs may need assis-
tance in accessing capital through various 
means, such as venture capital, angel in-
vestors, grants, loans, or crowdfunding 
platforms. Providing guidance on securing 
funding and connecting them with poten-
tial investors can be highly beneficial.

2.	 Business Expertise and Mentoring: Scaling 
a business involves complex decision-mak-
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ing processes and strategic planning. 
Young entrepreneurs would benefit from 
mentorship and guidance from experi-
enced business professionals who can 
help them navigate challenges, refine their 
growth strategies, and make informed de-
cisions at different stages of scaling.

3.	 Networking and Partnerships: Facilitating 
networking opportunities with industry 
leaders, potential clients, and partners can 
contribute to the growth of young entre-
preneurs. Building connections within the 
business community can open doors for 
collaboration, strategic alliances, and ac-
cessing new markets.

4.	 Access to Markets and Customers: Assist-
ing young entrepreneurs in reaching larg-
er markets and expanding their customer 
base is essential for scaling. Support can 
involve market research, marketing strat-
egies, access to distribution channels, and 
assistance in leveraging technology and 
digital platforms to reach a wider audi-
ence.

5.	 Technology and Innovation Support: Em-
phasizing the importance of technology 
adoption and innovation can help young 
entrepreneurs scale their businesses more 
efficiently. Providing access to technology 
resources, mentorship on digital transfor-
mation, and fostering a culture of innova-
tion can enable them to stay competitive 
in rapidly evolving markets.

6.	 Operational Efficiency and Systems Devel-
opment: As businesses grow, streamlining 
operations and developing efficient sys-
tems becomes crucial. Young entrepre-
neurs may require support in areas such as 
human resources, financial management, 
supply chain optimization, and process 
automation to enhance productivity and 
scalability.

7.	 Collaboration and partnerships: Collabo-
ration with industry and government can 
foster partnerships between MCF, industry 
stakeholders, and government entities to 
create an enabling environment for youth 
entrepreneurship. This can involve advo-
cating for favourable policies, streamlining 
regulatory processes, and facilitating mar-
ket access for young entrepreneurs.

8.	 Monitoring and Evaluation: Implement 
monitoring and evaluation mechanisms 
to assess the impact and effectiveness of 
youth entrepreneurship programs. This 
will help identify successful approaches, 
address challenges, and make informed 
decisions regarding future funding alloca-
tions

9.	 Social network support engagement: We 
discovered that the support young people 
receive from their social network (par-
ents, friends and peers), whether positive 
or negative, financial or emotional, has a 
direct impact on whether or not they pur-
sue their desired aspirations. Their expe-
rience challenges MCF to reexamine how 
they approach supporting young people: 
not only work with them directly but also 
bring their social support network into the 
picture. MCF should adopt a holistic ap-
proach that not only focuses on working 
directly with young individuals but also 
recognizes the importance of engaging 
and involving their social support network. 

10.	 Develop initiatives that actively engage 
parents in the entrepreneurship journey 
of their children. This can involve work-
shops, training programs, and networking 
events that aim to educate parents about 
entrepreneurship, equip them with the 
knowledge to support their children’s as-
pirations and address any concerns or mis-
conceptions they may have. This can help 
foster a supportive and encouraging envi-
ronment for young entrepreneurs.

11.	 Peer Support Networks: Facilitate the cre-
ation of entrepreneurship-focused clubs, 
forums, or online platforms where young 
people can exchange ideas, seek advice, 
and support each other in their entrepre-
neurial endeavours.

12.	 Mentorship and coaching: Young people 
we interviewed overwhelmingly showed a 
high level of interest and a need for men-
tors to guide them. None of the respon-
dents reported any experience of men-
torship. It appears doing so would require 
personal initiative which may be challeng-
ing as it requires knowing whom to ap-
proach and how, while not every young 
person has that knowledge. Perhaps, this 
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is the appropriate role for MCF to act as a 
matchmaker, identifying and approaching 
those in the community who could serve 
as mentors most effectively given the re-
quirements expressed by young people. 
MCF can consider establishing mentorship 
programs that pair young entrepreneurs 
with experienced mentors from their de-
sired industry or field as well as serve as 
role models helping them build their con-
fidence and resilience.

13.	 Work/business-focused skilling and re-
skilling: When describing the skills they 
felt they required to succeed, youth em-
phasised that what they required is not a 
specific set of skills, but rather a variety 
of skills to enhance their flexibility. This 
sparks an interesting conversation for MCF 
regarding the level of skilling needed by 
young people. What steps can be taken 
to promote the development of a diverse 
range of skills among young people? What 
partnerships can be established between 
educational institutions, businesses, and 
the government to facilitate the acqui-
sition of flexible skills for young people? 
MCF consider undertaking an integrated 
approach that combines formal educa-
tion, vocational training, entrepreneurship 
development, and experiential learning 
opportunities. By integrating different 
types of skill-building experiences, MCF 
programs can address the need for flexibil-
ity and provide a comprehensive learning 
journey for youth. Given the importance 
of technology in today’s workforce, the 
MCF programs can prioritise digital litera-
cy and technology skills development. This 
can equip young people with the digital 
competencies necessary for various indus-
tries and foster their adaptability in a rap-
idly changing digital landscape.

14.	 Wellness and psychosocial support: The 
pandemic underscored the need for men-
tal health and social support. Ultimately, 
investing in the well-being and develop-
ment of young people is critical not only 
for their future but for the resilience and 
prosperity of society as a whole. Over 
time, interventions supporting youth over-
look young person mental health and abil-

ity to cope with challenging circumstanc-
es. Young entrepreneurs also overlooked 
their mental health and coping abilities. 
MCF should consider assessing the spe-
cific mental health support mechanisms 
currently available for young people and 
whether there are adequate resources, 
such as counselling services, peer support 
networks, or mentorship programs, that 
address their mental health needs.



Country Reportwww.pasgr.org 46

REFERENCES
•	 Abbasi, M. (2017). Relationship between humor and subjective well-being with regard to medi-

ating role of resilience in caregivers of patients with spinal injury. Internal Medicine Today, 23(4), 
301-306.

•	 AFDB. (2021). African Economic Outlook 2021: From Debt Resolution to Growth: The Road 
Ahead for Africa. Retrieved from https://www.afdb.org/sites/default/files/documents/publica-
tions/afdb21-01_aeo_main_english_complete_0223.pdf

•	 Arubayi, D. O. (2015). Global demands, Regional Conformity: Understanding the contestations in 
Youth Policy construction in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). 

•	 Cann, A., & Collette, C. (2014). Sense of Humor, Stable Affect, and Psychological Well-Being. Eu-
rope’s Journal of Psychology, 10(3), 464-479. https://doi.org/10.5964/ejop.v10i3.746 

•	 Dvorsky MR, Breaux R, Becker (2021). Finding ordinary magic in extraordinary times: child 
and adolescent resilience during the COVID-19 pandemic. Eur Child Adolesc Psychiatry. 2021 
Nov;30(11):1829-1831. doi: 10.1007/s00787-020-01583-8. Epub 2020 Jul 1. PMID: 32613259; 
PMCID: PMC7327857.

•	 Fortune, F., Ismail, O., & Stephen, M. (2015). Rethinking Youth, Livelihoods, and Fragility in West 
Africa. 

•	 Honwana, A. M. (2012). The time of youth: Work, social change, and politics in Africa: Kumarian 
Press Sterling.

•	 Kovacheva, S., Kabaivanov, S., & Roberts, K. (2018). Interrogating waithood: family and housing 
life stage transitions among young adults in North-West Africa countries. International Journal of 
Adolescence and Youth, 23(4), 441-456. 

•	 LaRue, K., Daum, T., Mausch, K., & Harris, D. (2021). Who wants to farm? Answers depend on 
how you ask: A case study on youth aspirations in Kenya. The European Journal of Development 
Research, 33, 885-909. 

•	 Namuggala, V. F. (2018). We Are What We Are Not. Childhood, Youth Identity, and Violence in 
Formerly Displaced Communities in Uganda, 81-105. 

•	 Neenan, Michael. 2017. Developing resilience: A cognitive-behavioral approach (2nd Ed.). Rout-
ledge

•	 NCPD. (2018). The State of Kenya Population 2017: The Population factor in Transformative 
change in Development in Kenya. Retrieved from Nairobi, Kenya: https://ncpd.go.ke/wp-content/
uploads/2021/10/State-of-Kenya-Population-2017-Population-Factor-in-Transformative-Change.
pdf

•	 Samuel Hall. (2017). Youth Employment in Kenya: Literature review. Retrieved from https://
static1.squarespace.com/static/5cfe2c8927234e0001688343/t/5d42d9d220ada400019669
2f/1564662260539/Samuel-Hall-Youth-Employment-in-Kenya-2017-for-the-British-Council.pdf

•	 Sumberg, J., Yeboah, T., Flynn, J., & Anyidoho, N. A. (2017). Young people’s perspectives on farm-
ing in Ghana: a Q study. Food security, 9(1), 151-161. 

•	 Thamari, M. (2021). Embracing risky refuge: women, land laws and livelihood vulnerabilities in 
rural Kenya. Law, Democracy and Development, 25(SPE), 71-94.

•	 Thieme, T. A. (2018). The hustle economy: Informality, uncertainty and the geographies of getting 
by. Progress in Human Geography, 42(4), 529-548. 

•	 Turolla, M., & Swedlund, H. J. (2022). Understanding youth in Africa beyond age. Africa at LSE. 
•	 White, R., & Wyn, J. (2004). Youth and society: Exploring the social dynamics of youth experience. 

Australian Journal of Social Issues, 39(4), 479. 
•	 Yeboah, T., & Flynn, J. (2021). Rural youth employment in Africa: An evidence review. 



Country Report www.pasgr.org47



Country Reportwww.pasgr.org 48

6th Floor, I & M Building 
2nd Ngong Avenue, Upper Hill 
P.O. Box 76418-00508 Nairobi, Kenya 
Website: www.pasgr.org 
Email: info@pasgr.org
Tel: +254 (0)20 2985000
       +254 (0)729 111031
       +254 (0)731 000065


