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The Unemployment Rate in Kenya: The Centre Is No Longer Holding

Introduction
Kenya’s population is made up 60 percent of youth who are aged below 24. According to the 
Census stats of 2019, Kenya has a population of 47.6 million, of which 31.7 million are below 
24 years of age. This also means that 3 in every 5 Kenyans is below 24 years old. 
Despite being the majority in Kenya, the youth are still the most disadvantaged in terms of 
finding a meaningful employment to cater for them and their families.
There are conflicting reports on the exact unemployment rate in Kenya. According to Kenya 
National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS), the unemployment rate for the year 2018 stood at 9.31 
percent. 

An official from the National Employment Authority (NEA) quoted the unemployment rate 
43.5 percent while a study done by the Daily Nation placed the unemployment rate among 
Kenyan youth aged 15-24 was at 19 percent in 2018.

In 2017, the World Bank had estimated the unemployment rate in Kenya to be at 39.1 per-
cent, the highest in the whole of the East African Region. Kenya’s unemployment rate is still 
ahead of Tanzania’s which stands at 24 percent while that of Ethiopia is at 21.9 percent. The 
unemployment rate in Uganda is at 18.1 percent.
Stats show that 70 to 80 percent of Kenyan youth are without meaningful employment. This 
means that currently, 7 to 8 in 10 youths in Kenya have no job. 

Most of the unemployed youth have what it takes in terms of academic qualifications from 
institutions of higher learning such as universities but the Kenyan job market is already satu-
rated. The absorption rate in the white-collar sector currently stands at less than 3 percent.
At one point, in 2019, the Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS) released a report that 
showed 800,000 jobs had been created in 2018. Kenyans protested because there was no 
indication of any jobs having been created on the ground. KNBS, through State House had to 
clarify that the jobs created were in the informal sector and not in the formal sector.
78,400 new jobs were created in the formal sector in 2018. This was lower than the esti-
mated number of 88,773 youth who graduated from institutions of higher learning during the 
same year. It is estimated that at least 900,000 youth are entering the job market in Kenya 
annually.

More stats compiled by the Daily Nation indicate that the Government of Kenya allocated 3.8 
billion shillings to Uwezo revolving fund during the 2018/2019 fiscal year with 1 in every 8 
shillings used on job creation programs going to improving of skills.
In an effort to make ends meet, millions of Kenyan youth have ventured into the Small and 
Medium Enterprise (SME) sector. The sector has been hailed for being an employer of about 
86 percent of Kenyans and contributing at least 45 percent to Kenya’s gross domestic product 
(GDP).

Despite the fact that the SME sector is proving refuge to millions of Kenyan youth, there is no 
light at the end of the tunnel. The sector is ailing. Stats from the Kenya National Bureau of 
Statistics indicated that in the period of five (5) years to the year 2016, close to 2.2 million 
small businesses closed down, 
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translating to at least 450,000 annually, 30,000 monthly and 1,000 daily. The government has 
also imposed various taxes in the sector that have left the majority of the struggling.
Despite the efforts by the jobs’ programs initiated by the Government of Kenya, the country 
is not producing sufficient jobs to keep pace with demographic change, and this will contrib-
ute to an even wider job deficit in the labor market in the future. With nearly two-thirds of 
Kenyans being under age 24 there is a lot that needs to be done. 

Possible Reasons for The High Unemployment Rate
a) Generally theoretical education sector that does not match the required skills in the job 
market. Most employers have blamed Kenyan graduates for being masters of theory other 
than the much-required practical skills.

b) Government policies that have affected the majority of businesses in the country. Compa-
nies have been laying off employees in an effort to remain afloat due to the high cost of doing 
business in Kenya coupled with high taxes.

c) Employers asking for experienced jobseekers. Most job adverts require applicants to have 
a certain level of experience of having worked in the same sector.
d0 Massive corruption. To get a job in Kenya, one must oil some hands. Given that the major-
ity of Kenyan youth are poor or from poor backgrounds, finding money to pay as a bribe is a 
problem to most of them.
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Jobs Lost in 2019
Thousands of people lost their jobs in 2019 as private firms either scaled down operations or 
closed shop entirely. 

The situation was largely blamed on the harsh economic and policy environment in Kenya.
SMEs, Banks, Insurance and agriculture sectors we all affected. None was spared.
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Top Companies that Fired Employees in 2019

Betin – 2,500
Gaming firm, Betin, announced in September 2019 that it would send home all of its 2,500 
employees.
Betin sent out an internal memo to its staff signed by the Managing Director GAMCODE LIMIT-
ED stating that its woes of certification had greatly affected its operations causing it massive 
losses.

Finlays – 1,100
About 1,100 workers from Finlay Flowers were rendered jobless after the Kericho based 
firm announced that it would close two flower farms by end of 2019.
In a letter dated October 18, the firm attributed its decision to the challenges facing the 
flower industry, explaining that the prices of roses have remained very low thanks to over-
supply in the European market and decreasing demand.

East African Portland Cement - 600
In August, the cement manufacturer announced it planned to lay off all of its 600 workers in 
a reorganization plan. 
The company’s management declared its entire staff redundant, requiring them to reapply 
for their jobs.

Telkom Kenya - 575
Telkom Kenya
Telkom Kenya in August announced it would retrench 575 employees prior to the planned 
merger with Airtel. 
The telecom company was left with only 225 employees following the layoff that took effect 
from September 1st.

SportPesa - 400
In 2019, the leading betting company, SportPesa, also halted its operations in the country, 
sending home at least 400 workers. 
SportPesa cited the government’s hostility and stringent taxation and regulations laws en-
acted by parliament.

Stanbic Bank of Kenya - 255
Stanbic Bank announced the planned retrenchment of 255 workers in an early retirement 
scheme. The exercise is expected to conclude by November.

Air Afrik - 200
In the beginning of October, the aviation company announced it would lay-off 200 workers 
from Kenya and Sudan following massive losses.
The company said it suffered losses amounting to 2.1 billion shillings in leasing contract and 
laid the blame on its financial partner.

Ola Kenya - 200
The oil marketer said it would lay-off workers in a voluntary early retirement scheme affect-
ing close to 200 workers.
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Andela - 175
In September 2019, the IT-innovation hub also announced the lay-off of 175 of its junior 
workers as market demand shifted towards more experienced software engineers.

East African Breweries Limited - 100
EABL announced it would lay off 100 employees in its Nairobi Centre. The beer company 
planned to relocate its business service Centre from Nairobi.
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Policy Recommendations for Job Cuts – National Level 

Labor Laws
Some governments, recognizing the massive damage layoffs create, have written laws pro-
tecting employees against them. 

For example, a number of European countries require companies to provide a social or eco-
nomic justification before they can conduct layoffs. 

France, however, recently eliminated the requirement to provide an economic justification, 
and in the United States companies can conduct layoffs at will. 

Policy Alternatives for Job Cuts – Company Level
Research shows that layoffs in most companies have always had a neutral to negative effect 
on stock prices in the days following their announcement. 

Additionally, a majority of companies usually suffer declines in profitability, and the drop in 
profits usually persists for three years.

Cut out the extras 
Freeze additional hiring and cut bonuses, raises, unnecessary travel and overtime. Postpone 
non-vital equipment upgrades. Nix office perks like bottled water and seasonal office par-
ties, or find cheaper alternatives.

Offer extra days of unpaid leave 
Extra vacation time is something many employees will find agreeable, even if it’s unpaid.

Institute shorter work weeks 
Reduce the number of hours employees work and proportionally decrease pay. This can be a 
seasonal arrangement for slow periods.
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Events That Defined 2019 That Will Affect 2020

1. Census
In November, the Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS) officially released the total 
number of Kenya’s population including the statistics per county as of 2019.
Kenya’s population has grown by 9.9 million people over the last ten years to reach 47.6 
million this year, according to the 2019 Kenya Population and Housing Census results.

2. Huduma Namba
on March 18, a 45-day biometric registration for Huduma Namba was launched, to eliminate 
multiple cards and documents that individuals carry, including national IDs, passports, driv-
ing licence as well as NHIF and NSSF cards.

3. New Currency
On June 1, 2019, during the 56th Madaraka Day celebrations in Narok President Uhuru Ken-
yatta and Central Bank Governor, Patrick Njoroge unveiled the country’s new currency to 
replace the old one.

The new currency notes were in 50, 100, 200, 500- and 1000-shillings denominations and 
Kenyans were given until October 31 to discard the old 1000 note.

The phase out of the Sh1000 note, according to Dr Njoroge, would go a long way in helping 
deal with cases of counterfeits, which had impacted the economy negatively.
The phase out resulted in the amount of cash in Kenyans’ pockets dropping to a six-year low 
in September 2019, the deadline for all Kenyans to convert their old 1,000 notes to the new 
currency that was unveiled on June 1.

CBK data shows that the cash circulating outside banks dropped to 157.7 shillings billion in 
September — the lowest since April 2014.

4. BBI
On March 9, 2018, President Uhuru Kenyatta and former Prime Minister Raila Odinga and 
once his fiercest critic astounded both friends and foes when they decided to bury their 
political hatchet and work together.

When President Uhuru Kenyatta and former Prime Minister Raila Odinga decided to bury 
their political hatchet and work together, they set up a 14-member team charged to work 
on the Building Bridges Initiative (BBI).
The BBI was then launched in November 2019.

5. Repeal of Interest Rates
After 3 years of interest rate caps, Kenyan Banks were once again at liberty to set interest 
rates to their liking after President Uhuru Kenyatta helped removed the yoke from their 
necks.

On October 2019, President Kenyatta threw his weight behind the banking industry and 
summarily ‘ordered’ lawmakers to read from the same script.
President Kenyatta declined to approve the finance bill and instead asked Members of Par-
liaments to scrap commercial lending rate caps before he would agree to sign the bill.
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6. New Taxes
When President Uhuru Kenyatta signed into law the Finance Bill, 2019 on October 7, the 
Kenya Revenue Authority (KRA) received a boost in its quest to meet its revenue targets to 
finance the 2019/2020 budget.
The legislation introduced a number of tax provisions that did not attract as much coverage 
as the scrapping of the interest rate caps for commercial banks.

These include: Betting tax, ‘Sin’ tax, Flour tax, ‘Digital’ Tax, ‘Small-time Hustles’ Tax and 
Penalties

7. E-Passports
The new generation passport replaced the old passport and was aimed at enhancing secu-
rity features embedded in an electronic chip to minimize fraud, identity theft, forgery and 
passport skimming.

While the deadline for use of the old passport was extended to March 2020, its use ceased 
in 2019 with most embassies declining it for visa applications.

8. Bob Collymore’s Death
Chief Executive Officer of Kenya’s largest mobile service provider, Bob Collymore, died of 
cancer on July 1st 2019.

Bob helped position Kenya as a global leader in financial inclusion and his death left a huge 
gap in not only Safaricom, but also in Kenya’s economy.

9. Judge Mumbi Ngugi ruling
On July 24, High Court Judge Mumbi Ngugi ruled that governors facing corruption charges 
should step aside until their cases are concluded.

The Court of Appeal later upheld judge Ngugi’s ruling sealing the fate of Kenyan elected 
leaders with corruption cases.

In the past, county governors charged with an offense would plead not guilty, secure release 
by paying cash bail, and then return to their normal lives where police fear they interfered 
with investigations.

10. Data Protection Act
On the morning of 8th of November 2019, President Uhuru Kenyatta signed the Data Protec-
tion Bill from the National Assembly.

The new data law established the office of the Data Commissioner and set out the require-
ments for the protection of personal data processed by both public and private entities.
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