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We’ve been working with young people for over 11 years. 
We’ve always believed they can transform the future for 
the better – but we’re not the only ones. This generation 
represents the beginning of a demographic shift that global 
economists have been waiting for. 

The ‘demographic dividend’2 is a change in demographic 
structure that has enabled countries across East Asia to 
rapidly accelerate their productivity, economic growth and 
prosperity.3 So far, it’s never happened in Africa. But experts 
say Kenya has a 15-year window of opportunity to realise 
its ‘demographic dividend’ by investing in this pivotal young 
generation.4 However, that will only be possible if young 
Kenyans’ experiences, voices and ideas are heard, and 
understood. That’s where this report comes in. 

SEVEN YEARS, 13,000 INTERVIEWS
Every year since 2016 (except for 2020, due to COVID-19 
restrictions) we’ve held in-depth 1:1 conversations with a 
nationally representative group of more than 2,000 15-24-year-
olds across the country. We talked about everything: money 
and work, sex and relationships, community and governance, 
technology and climate change. 

What follows is a distillation of insights from more than 
13,000 interviews and seven years of our team’s analysis. 
These are the big trends that we think will shape this crucial 
generation’s future. If you’re designing policies, programmes 
or products for young people – this is for you. 

Today, 1 in 5 Kenyans are 15-24 years old.1 
These 11 million+ people are now the biggest 
youth population the country has ever seen. 
This is the generation that will decide Kenya’s 
future.

Nairobi, February 2023
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INCOME & WORK
Kenya’s households were being pushed into 
poverty long before the pandemic. Our research 
shows that young people began to report a  
fall in average earnings, and a rise in the cost  
of key essentials, back in 2019.5 In fact, a 
further 1.2m Kenyans fell below the poverty  
line between 2015 and 2021.6

A generation-defining shift:

BIG TREND #1

47%
Earning

100%
Earning

20222016

Informal is the only normal:

“Compared to our parents’ generation, 
we have to take care of ourselves. 
We have to learn to be self-reliant 

compared to life before.”

FIND OUT MORE
If we support 2 million hustlas to take their business 
full-time, they could add $290 million more to Kenya’s 
annual economy.14 Explore our visual report to find out 
what young people are asking for to navigate a tough 
new economy www.ShujaazInc.com

Facing increasing financial insecurity, this generation 
has had to step up to help their families and 
households stay afloat. While previous generations 
could rely on their parents, today 100% of 15-24- year-
olds in Kenya report that they’re having to earn some 
money to help cover or supplement their costs, up 
from just 47% in 2016.7

of 15-24-year-olds  
have to earn money100%

According to the World Bank, nearly a million young people 
will enter the job market next year.8 Yet Shujaaz Inc research 
shows that just 5% of 15-24-year-olds ever find work in the 
formal sector. Instead, 95% of young people are finding work 
in Kenya’s vibrant informal economy.9 One thing is clear: for 
this generation informal is the only normal.

Young earners could take Kenya into a better future.  
Too many of these young informal sector earners are 
struggling. But they still add $540m every month to Kenya’s 
economy.10 Our research shows that small interventions – 
like exposure to inspiring role models, peer-to-peer skills 
training or access to financial services – can help struggling 
side-hustles become thriving businesses. 

Our data also shows that full-time entrepreneurs are:

•   more likely to use financial services to save11

•  more likely to use contraception12

•  more likely to vote13

of young Kenyans work  
 in the informal sector95%
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SEX &  
RELATIONSHIPS
This generation has big dreams. As for all of us, 
making those dreams happen can often depend 
on one thing: taking control of your sexual and 
reproductive health. Over the last seven years, 
more young people in Kenya have been taking 
control of their sexual and reproductive health 
and their futures. 

Almost 9 in 10 young, sexually active Kenyans say they’ve 
now tried at least one method of modern contraception.15 
But use of contraception isn’t yet consistent – meaning 
too many young people are having children before they’d 
choose to.16

FIND OUT MORE
‘For young people, condoms aren’t contraception.’
Explore our visual report to find out how young people are 
talking about sex and relationships, and what they’re asking 
for to help put them in control www.ShujaazInc.com

Powerful storytelling breaks down the negative social 
norms stopping young Kenyans from taking control of 
their futures. Our research20 proves that young people who 
engage with Shujaaz analogue and digital media are:

•   43% more likely to use condoms

•   2.4x more likely to delay childbirth

•  2.7x less likely to get married in their teens

had access to their 
chosen contraception 
during the pandemic17 

2 in 5
of young sexually active 
Kenyans have tried  
modern contraception18

85%

Key Stats: Young Kenyans  
and contraception

What has the biggest impact on modern 
contraception use? The perception of what’s 
normal among friends. 

Over the last seven years, we’ve found that norm change is 
the most effective way to put girls in control of their future 
for the long term – more than education levels or earnings. 
Our research shows that when a girl believes that ‘most or 
all’ of her friends use modern contraception, it significantly 
increases the likelihood that she’ll use contraception the 
next time she has sex. If we want to put girls in control of 
their futures, we need to break down the persistent negative, 
social and cultural norms that are holding girls back.19 

BIG TREND #2

"None" "Most or all"

Completed  
primary

Less than  
primary

Over  
7,500 KSh

Under 
1,000 KSh

60% 80%40%20%

A girl who believes most or all of her friends use  
modern contraception is even more likely to do so than  
a girl with higher income or more advanced education.

How many of your 
friends do you  
think use modern  
contraception?

Income level

Education level

“I use condoms. I don’t want to have 
unwanted pregnancies, children are  

not a mistake, so I want to plan.”

Sexually active females who used modern contraception the last time they had sex 
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GOVERNANCE &  
COMMUNITY
At the end of 2021, over 8 million 18-24-year-
olds in Kenya were eligible to vote in the 2022 
general election.21 That’s the largest youth 
electorate in Kenyan history, representing around 
28% of the total electorate.22 But, as polls closed 
across the country in August 2022, available data 
suggests that young people are likely to have 
represented less than 10% of votes.23

This generation cares deeply  
about democracy

A far cry from the ‘apathetic youth’ stereotype, our 
research shows that young Kenyans care deeply 
about democracy. Despite the challenges of the 
last seven years, on average, 7 in 10 young people 
have consistently said they believe that their 
generation has a vital role to play in shaping Kenya’s 
governance.28 In 2022, 82% of young Kenyans said 
they believe they have something to contribute 
to their communities, but only 46% reported that 
they’re currently able to make a big impact in their 
community.29 This generation has much more to offer.  

FIND OUT MORE
After the calmest election in decades, is it time to 
re-think what ‘governance’ means? Explore our visual 
report to find out more about why ‘governance’ means 
more than just ‘politics’ www.ShujaazInc.com

Why didn’t young Kenyans register to vote? In a dipstick 
SMS poll conducted before the election, four of the top five 
reasons given for not registering to vote – and half of all 
responses – were linked to a loss of trust in the ability of the 
leaders on the ballot to change their lives for the better.24

Covid-19 is likely to have had a significant impact:  
In August 2020, 84% of young people said they felt ignored 
by decision-makers in the pandemic response.25

But peaceful 2022 elections are helping to restore trust: 
56% of young Kenyans said in a dipstick poll that the 
elections have changed their level of trust in the electoral 
process.26

The 2022 elections left young people feeling hopeful:  
In a dipstick poll, 69% of young people used positive 
adjectives to describe the election, with the largest group 
(40% of all respondents) saying they felt ‘hopeful’.27

on average,  
have faith in 
democracy31

7 in 10
believe they can 
play a role in  
local governance

6 in 10
say they have  
something to offer  
their communities

8 in 10

“We showed some maturity this 
time. We are confident that when 

other elections come, we will  
not have violence.”

Key Stats: Young Kenyans and democracy

We asked young people: “What will you do 
first when you achieve success?” More than 
50% said: “Give back to my community, to 
other youth or to my family.”30

BIG TREND #3



ON THE 
HORIZON
More than 83% of young Kenyans report 
feeling hopeful about the future.32 However, 
this generation are also clear-eyed about the 
challenges they can see coming. Here are  
three topics that young people think will  
impact their generation’s future. 
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2022
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Smartphones hold big promise, but rural 
communities are getting left behind
The smartphone gap is closing; half of young people 
now own a smartphone, with ownership having 
doubled since 2018.33 However, as technology drives 
forward, some young people are missing out. The 
urban-rural digital divide is outpacing digital gender 
disparity in Kenya, affecting young girls from rural 
communities the worst.34

TECHNOLOGY

CLIMATE CHANGE

Half of young Kenyans report struggling  
with their mental health
Our initial research shows that 6 in 10 young people  
have experienced challenges with their mental health, 
with the majority of those reporting experiencing feelings 
of depression, anxiety or panic and panic attacks.35 
But conversations with young people also reveal that, 
without the knowledge or vocabulary to talk about 
their experiences, they are encountering rejection and 
judgement, which is preventing them from seeking care.36

Climate change is here – this generation  
want the support to thrive, not just survive
It’s unsurprising that 85% of young Kenyans believe the 
climate is changing – this generation is living through 
it.39 Droughts have pushed millions of Kenyans into food 
insecurity; flooding has displaced people and drowned 
livestock; locusts have destroyed crops.40 This generation 
is increasingly aware that the changing climate will affect 
every aspect of their futures. And as famine ‘looms’41 
across East Africa, experts confirm that they’re right to be 
alarmed. However, many young Kenyans recognise that 
they will power Kenya’s response to the crisis – and they’re 
asking for the support to thrive, not just survive. 

MENTAL HEALTH

young Kenyans report 
feelings of depression 
and panic attacks37

1 in 2
young Kenyans believe  
a friend/peer has a drug  
or alcohol problem38

1 in 3

THESE TRENDS ARE FOR SHARING
If you’ve found these trends useful or the words 
from young people insightful - share them  
www.ShujaazInc.com

Share on Twitter Share on Linkedin

https://twitter.com/shujaazinc?lang=en
https://www.linkedin.com/company/shujaaz-inc/?originalSubdomain=ke
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