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Abstract: Motorcycle transport, commonly referred to as boda boda, has emerged as a vital livelihood strategy for rural youth
in Kenya, offering income, mobility, and social engagement amid limited employment opportunities. While it empowers young
people economically, it also exposes them to risks, including accidents, substance use, gender-based vulnerabilities, and
occasional involvement in crime. This paper presents a systematic and comparative review of empirical and grey literature
from Kenya and similar low- and middle-income contexts, guided by the PRISMA 2020 framework. Studies from 2005 to 2025
were sourced from Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, African Journals Online, Google Scholar, and relevant government and
NGO reports, focusing on the socio-economic outcomes of commercial motorcycle transport for youth. Qualitative findings
were thematically synthesized, and quantitative data narratively integrated. Findings indicate that boda boda work enhances
income stability, enables asset accumulation, and strengthens social networks. However, structural vulnerabilities high
accident rates, substance abuse, gender inequities, and weak regulation persist, reflecting broader issues of youth
unemployment and informality. Comparative evidence from Nigeria, Uganda, and Tanzania suggests these challenges are
common across similar contexts. Targeted interventions, including structured safety training, access to affordable credit, and
stronger regulatory enforcement, can amplify socio-economic benefits while mitigating risks. By situating Kenya's experience
within African and global perspectives, this paper contributes to debates on youth employment, informal transport, and rural
development, offering evidence-informed directions for research, policy, and practice aimed at fostering safe, sustainable, and
inclusive livelihoods for rural youth.
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. transport. The term "boda boda" originated from border-
1. Introduction crossing bicycle taxis in East Africa, which later evolved
into motorcycle services, offering faster and more efficient
transportation (Poon, 2016). Globally, motorcycle taxis
have gained prominence as a flexible mode of transport,
particularly in low- and middle-income countries where

Motorcycle taxis, commonly known as boda bodas in East
Africa, have emerged as a critical component of
transportation systems across developing countries,
particularly in areas underserved by formal public
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urbanization, inadequate public transport infrastructure,
and traffic congestion limit mobility options (ITF, 2022).
In countries like Vietnam, Indonesia, and Nigeria,
motorcycle taxis serve both urban and peri-urban
populations, providing affordable, rapid, and flexible
transport solutions while also generating livelihoods for
predominantly young operators (Mogo Kenya, 2024).
These global trends corroborate the observation that
motorcycle taxis can simultaneously address mobility
deficits and unemployment challenges among youth.

In Kenya, the adoption of boda bodas has intensified over
the last two decades, becoming a ubiquitous form of rural
and peri-urban transport (KIPPRA, 2021). Several factors
have driven this growth, including inadequate conventional
public transportation, high unemployment among youth,
and the affordability and flexibility that motorcycles
provide in navigating challenging terrains (Mogo Kenya,
2024). Notably, the sector attracts youth due to its low
entry barriers: individuals can start operations with
minimal capital, often through microcredit facilities or
informal savings groups (Kariuki & Nyaga, 2017). This
accessibility aligns with global evidence indicating that
informal transport sectors often serve as critical entry
points into economic participation for young populations
facing structural unemployment (ITF, 2022; Mwaniki,
2017).

The socio-economic benefits of youth engagement in
motorcycle taxi operations are well-documented. In Kenya,
participation in the boda boda economy contributes to
household income, sustains education for dependents, and
facilitates small-scale entrepreneurial investments, such as
savings for business expansion or motorcycle maintenance
(Mogo Kenya, 2024). Similarly, in Uganda and Tanzania,
research indicates that motorcycle taxi operations enhance
youth employment and income generation, thereby
alleviating rural poverty (SafeBoda, 2021; Mwaniki,
2017). These findings demonstrate a concurrence between
local and regional evidence, reinforcing the notion that
motorcycle taxis function as both a transport solution and
an economic lifeline for young people.

However, despite these positive outcomes, the boda boda
sector faces considerable challenges that affect both its
sustainability and social legitimacy. Safety concerns are a
persistent issue globally and regionally. In Kenya, boda
boda accidents constitute a significant portion of road
traffic injuries, often exacerbated by poor road
infrastructure, limited formal training, and inconsistent use
of safety gear such as helmets (NTSA, 2015). Uganda
reports similar trends, with boda boda operators
contributing disproportionately to road traffic injuries in
urban and peri-urban settings (SafeBoda, 2021). While
these statistics corroborate the safety risks identified across
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East Africa, Rwanda presents a contrasting example. Here,
formal regulation, mandatory licensing, and digital ride-
hailing platforms have improved compliance with safety
standards, reducing accident rates relative to informal
markets in Kenya and Uganda (Mwaniki, 2017). This
contrast illustrates that regulatory interventions and
formalization strategies can significantly mitigate safety
challenges while retaining socio-economic benefits for
youth operators.

Regulatory challenges extend beyond safety to include
issues of formal recognition and economic stability. In
Kenya, most boda boda operators remain in the informal
sector, lacking licenses or registration, which limits access
to insurance, credit, and social protection schemes
(KIPPRA, 2021). Comparable challenges are reported in
Uganda and Tanzania, where informal operation restricts
economic resilience and exposes operators to exploitation
and market fluctuations (SafeBoda, 2021; Mwaniki, 2017).
Conversely, Rwanda demonstrates a corroborative link
between formalization and enhanced economic
opportunities: licensing, digital platforms, and structured
associations facilitate better income stability, formal
employment recognition, and greater social legitimacy
(NTSA, 2015). These contrasts highlight the importance of
regulatory frameworks in enhancing sector sustainability
and protecting youth livelihoods, while also reflecting the
risks of maintaining predominantly informal operations in
rural areas.

Tindiret Sub-County in Nandi County, Kenya, offers a
microcosm  for understanding these  dynamics.
Characterized by a predominantly rural, agricultural
economy, Tindiret faces high youth unemployment and
limited formal transport services, making motorcycle taxis
a crucial livelihood strategy (Mogo Kenya, 2024). Youth
involvement in boda boda operations provides immediate
income, supports household welfare, and facilitates access
to education and healthcare. Empirical evidence suggests
that boda boda engagement improves economic
participation among youth, aligns with Sustainable
Development Goals on decent work and poverty reduction,
and indirectly supports other local economic activities such
as market trade and small-scale commerce (Kariuki &
Nyaga, 2017). These findings corroborate regional
evidence while emphasizing the unique socio-economic
relevance of boda bodas in rural Kenyan contexts.

Nevertheless, challenges persist in Tindiret. Safety risks,
economic precarity, and regulatory gaps mirror broader
East African trends, yet the localized effects of these
challenges are distinct. For example, steep terrains and
underdeveloped road networks exacerbate accident risks,
and limited access to formal credit constrains long-term
investment in motorcycles or related enterprises (Mogo



Kenya, 2024). Additionally, the social perception of boda
boda operators as informal or marginal actors creates
tensions with local governance and law enforcement. In
contrast, urban centers such as Nairobi and Kigali have
demonstrated that formal associations, training programs,
and regulatory compliance can enhance both safety and
social legitimacy, providing a model for rural adaptation
(NTSA, 2015; SafeBoda, 2021). This juxtaposition
illustrates both the potential and the limits of sectoral
interventions in rural settings, reinforcing the need for
context-specific policies and youth-centered strategies.

Comparatively, the Kenyan experience aligns with global
findings on the duality of informal transport sectors.
Studies from Southeast Asia, including Vietnam and
Indonesia, indicate that motorcycle taxis serve as both
employment engines and safety-risk hotspots (ITF, 2022).
These corroborations confirm that the socio-economic
benefits of motorcycle taxis are often counterbalanced by
operational hazards and regulatory gaps. Furthermore,
these international cases provide insight into potential
interventions, such as digital platforms, mandatory
training, and licensing, which can enhance safety, improve
income stability, and formalize youth employment.
Contrasts between rural Kenya and Rwanda underscore the
importance of governance, infrastructure, and policy
support in shaping sector outcomes, suggesting that rural
youth in Tindiret could similarly benefit from targeted
interventions while retaining the flexibility and
accessibility that make boda boda operations attractive.

In a nutshell, motorcycle taxis in Kenya, and specifically
in Tindiret Sub-County, occupy a complex socio-economic
space that combines livelihood generation with mobility
provision. Corroborative evidence from Kenya, Uganda,
and Tanzania highlights the benefits for youth
employment, income generation, and poverty reduction,
while concurrences with global research reinforce the
sector’s role in bridging transport and economic gaps in
low-income regions. Contrasts, particularly with Rwanda
and urban Kenyan contexts, demonstrate that
formalization, regulation, and technological integration
can mitigate safety risks and enhance socio-economic
benefits. By situating Tindiret within this broader regional
and global framework, this study aims to provide nuanced
insights into the socio-economic impact of boda boda
adoption, informing policies that balance economic
opportunity with safety, sustainability, and social
legitimacy.

1.2 Statement of the Problem

The sheer vibrancy and scale of the boda boda economy in
rural Kenya is undeniably a powerful story of hustle,
ambition, and necessity, yet its complex reality as a

725

survival strategy for young men and women is consistently
undermined by critical research shortcomings. On one
hand, we have compelling narratives and data confirming
its role as a revolutionary lifeline, lifting families out of
deep poverty, creating instant jobs where none existed, and
connecting isolated communities to crucial services (Mogo
Kenya, 2024; KIPPRA, 2021). But when we try to look
deeper into a place like Tindiret Sub-County, the evidence
suddenly becomes blurred and incomplete; the existing
studies are mostly urban-centric, painted with broad
strokes that don't capture the subtle economic textures or
unique social challenges of the rural operator.

As scholars, we know they earn money and face risks
(Mwaniki, 2017; NTSA, 2015), but what we desperately
lack is a holistic understanding of the long-term
developmental trade-offs: How does this instant income
truly influence a family's economic resilience over years?
Does it genuinely foster social mobility, or does it simply
trap youth in a high-risk, low-skill cycle? And how do these
operators build their social capital and access wider
opportunities without the formal structures available in
cities (SafeBoda, 2021)? This critical evidence gap is more
than an academic inconvenience; it’s a policy bottleneck,
preventing decision-makers from crafting smart,
empathetic interventions be it safety programs or finance
models that could genuinely transform this high-stakes
venture from a mere survival tactic into a sustainable,
secure career path. We need to systematically gather these
scattered pieces of evidence and synthesize them to truly
understand the lived reality of the rural boda boda rider,
bridging the divide between his daily grind and the policy
that governs his future.

2. Literature Review

The boda boda industry, driven by the roar of the
motorcycle engine, has dramatically reshaped the socio-
economic landscape of contemporary rural Kenya. It is a
powerful, yet profoundly contradictory, force that
simultaneously offers a crucial lifeline out of poverty and
exposes millions of young men to significant, often life-
threatening, risks. This paper explores this complex
phenomenon, focusing on its role as both a primary source
of opportunity and a significant driver of risk for the
nation's rural youth, framed within a humanized narrative
and supported by academic literature.

The explosive growth of the boda boda sector stems from
a unique confluence of policy, economic necessity, and
geographical reality. Following a crucial government
decision in 2008 to zero-rate import taxes on small-
capacity motorcycles, the market was flooded with
affordable bikes, drastically lowering the barrier to entry
into commercial transport (National Crime Research



Centre, 2018). This influx coincided with pervasive high
youth unemployment, particularly in rural areas where
structured formal jobs are scarce. For the vast majority of
young men, often lacking the high educational
qualifications or capital required for white-collar work, the
motorcycle became an accessible, immediate source of
income (Mutiso & Behrens, 2013). This transition is not
merely economic; it is a profound sociological shift,
offering these young men a path to agency, dignity, and the
ability to contribute financially to their families, countering
the 'idleness' often associated with joblessness (Luvinga &
Kilasara, 2020).

The most celebrated outcome of this sector is its
monumental contribution to livelihoods and poverty
alleviation. Directly employing over one million Kenyans
and supporting millions more dependents, the boda boda is
a significant economic engine, injecting substantial,
immediate cash flow into rural households (KIPPRA,
2022; Kalua, 2013). Daily earnings, often ranging from
KES 500 to KES 1,500, enable operators to finance their
siblings’ education, support aging parents, and even
participate in Savings and Credit Cooperative Societies
(SACCOs). This collective savings model allows them to
transition from renting bikes to securing their own through
hire-purchase, a critical moment of economic self-
determination (MOGO, 2023). Furthermore, the mobility
offered by the motorcycle acts as a vital feeder service in
poorly infrastructured rural areas, connecting remote
villages to essential services like health facilities,
educational institutions, and crucial agricultural markets
(Porter, 2013). This improved connectivity transforms the
quality of life, effectively narrowing the geographical gap
that had long isolated these communities.

Despite its economic promise, the boda boda economy
operates under the heavy shadow of systemic risks,
primarily driven by a lack of regulation and professional
standards. The most devastating consequence is the public
health epidemic of road accidents. The pervasive absence
of comprehensive formal training, combined with long
hours and a culture of impunity and reckless riding, means
that motorcycle-related casualties both riders and
passengers are consistently reported as a leading cause of
fatalities and severe injury on Kenyan roads (AA Kenya,
2025; KIPPRA, 2022). The impact is often catastrophic: a
crash frequently results in the death or debilitating injury
of the family's primary breadwinner, plunging dependents
back into severe poverty and draining meagre savings for
costly medical care, since insurance coverage is often
inadequate or non-existent (National Crime Research
Centre, 2018). Beyond acute trauma, riders face significant
occupational health issues, including musculoskeletal
problems and respiratory illnesses from constant exposure
to dust and harsh weather (Nyaga, 2017).
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Equally troubling is the nexus between the industry and
security challenges. The unregulated environment has
created opportunities for criminal elements, turning the
motorcycle into a tool for rapid escape during robberies
and other violent acts (Opondo & Geofrey, 2019). The
riders themselves are not only perpetrators but are also
frequent, vulnerable victims of crime, with the violent theft
of their motorcycles being a widespread crisis. The loss of
a motorbike, particularly one purchased on loan, instantly
translates to the loss of a livelihood and a crushing debt
burden (MOGO, 2023). This precarious situation is
compounded by a culture of police harassment and bribery,
where riders often face arbitrary stops and demands for
illegal payments, reinforcing a cycle of impunity and
eroding trust in the law (Lawyers Hub, 2024).

Finally, the sector poses a substantial threat to human
capital development in rural Kenya. The immediate,
tangible earnings offered by riding create a powerful
disincentive to pursue long-term education, leading to a
noticeable surge in school dropout rates among rural youth
(Diaz Olvera, 2023). Young boys forgo the uncertain future
promise of a degree for the immediate cash, an exchange
that represents an irreparable loss of potential for both the
individual and the community. This educational crisis is
further complicated by social issues like increased teenage
pregnancies linked to the transient cash economy
surrounding the industry, which also contributes to female
dropout rates (Diaz Olvera, 2023).

The consensus in the literature is clear: the future
prosperity of the boda boda sector hinges on a shift from a
chaotic, informal enterprise to a professionalized, regulated
industry. The government and supporting institutions must
urgently address the policy vacuum created by the initial
push for growth (National Crime Research Centre, 2018).
Strategies must move beyond punitive measures to focus
on enablement. This includes mandatory, subsidized road
safety training and licensing to drastically reduce the
accident rate (AA Kenya, 2025), and establishing a
comprehensive national register of all operators to enhance
accountability and security (Opondo & Geofrey, 2019).
Furthermore, institutional support for the riders’ own
SACCOs and associations is vital, leveraging these
structures for financial literacy, debt management, and
self-regulation. The burgeoning adoption of electric
motorcycles and the integration of digital ride-hailing
platforms present viable pathways to lower operating costs,
improve transactional security, and formalize the industry,
ensuring its continued, sustainable role as a cornerstone of
the rural Kenyan economy (Biashara Leo, 2025). By
balancing the entrepreneurial spirit of the youth with a
robust framework for safety and professionalism, the
government can transform the boda boda from a symbol of
risk into a true engine of dignified and sustainable rural
opportunity.



2.1 Theoretical Framework

This paper is anchored in the Sustainable Livelihoods
Framework (SLF), which provides a holistic lens for
understanding how young people in the boda boda
transport sector navigate opportunities and vulnerabilities
in their pursuit of meaningful work and survival. The SLF,
originally developed by the UK’s Department for
International Development (DFID, 1999), moves beyond
conventional economic interpretations of livelihood to
embrace a multidimensional view of human wellbeing. It
recognizes that individuals and communities draw on
diverse assets human, social, natural, physical, and
financial to construct and sustain livelihoods within
specific social, economic, and institutional contexts.

In the context of rural Kenya, where youth unemployment,
poverty, and limited formal job opportunities persist, the
boda boda transport sector emerges as both a survival
mechanism and a space of aspiration. SLF illuminates how
young people mobilize their limited resources skills,
borrowed capital, family support, and social networks to
participate in this highly informal yet dynamic economy.
The framework is particularly suited to this review because
it situates boda boda transport within a broader system that
connects agency and structure, vulnerability and
resilience, and informality and innovation.

The framework also highlights the interplay between
vulnerability contexts (economic shocks, policy gaps, or
social exclusion) and transforming structures and
processes (laws, institutions, cultural norms) that either
enable or constrain youth participation. For instance, while
access to motorcycles and mobile technology can expand
economic agencies, weak regulatory systems, limited
access to affordable credit, and inadequate safety
infrastructure simultaneously expose riders to precarity.
The SLF thus helps unpack not only how young people
enter and sustain themselves in the transport sector but also
how their livelihoods evolve under intersecting pressures
of risk, opportunity, and resilience.

By adopting this framework, the paper views the boda boda
economy not merely as an occupation but as a livelihood
ecosystem one that reflects the adaptive capacity of youth
in negotiating constraints while seeking stability and
dignity in work. The approach also bridges micro- and
macro-level analyses: from the personal motivations and
choices of young riders to the influence of policy,
infrastructure, and social protection systems. In this way,
the SLF underscores that sustainable youth livelihoods are
not achieved through individual effort alone but through
enabling environments that support safety, inclusion, and
economic justice.

Within the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework, youth
engagement in the boda boda economy can be understood
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as an adaptive process shaped by the dynamic interaction
of assets, vulnerabilities, and institutional environments.
At the foundation are livelihood assets skills, knowledge,
social networks, motorcycles, roads, and financial capital
that enable young people to enter and sustain participation
in the transport sector. These assets inform their livelihood
strategies, which may include commercial riding, savings
initiatives, informal cooperatives, or partnerships that help
stabilize daily earnings and enhance collective resilience.

However, these strategies unfold within a vulnerability
context characterized by persistent unemployment,
unpredictable fuel prices, poor road safety, gendered
inequalities, and limited health and social protection
mechanisms. Such conditions often increase riders’
exposure to accidents, substance use, gender-based
violence, and economic instability. At the same time, these
vulnerabilities serve as a powerful catalyst for innovation,
as youth organize local associations, adopt digital payment
systems, and form peer-support networks to enhance
collective bargaining and security.

Transforming structures and processes including county-
level transport regulations, youth empowerment programs,
access to credit facilities, and law enforcement practices
play a decisive role in mediating how these assets and

vulnerabilities translate into outcomes. Supportive
structures promote economic inclusion,
professionalization, and safety, whereas weak or
exploitative  systems perpetuate  informality and
marginalization.

The resulting livelihood outcomes are therefore uneven:
while some riders experience improved income, autonomy,
and social recognition, others face cycles of insecurity,
health risks, and economic precarity. Therefore, we
position the boda boda sector here as a livelihood system
in motion continually shaped by negotiation, adaptation,
and resilience. It underscores the need for context-sensitive
interventions such as safety training, financial literacy
programs, and inclusive transport policies to transform this
vital yet risky occupation into a platform for dignified,
sustainable, and empowering rural livelihoods.

3. Methodology

This systematic review was meticulously executed
following the internationally recognized PRISMA 2020
guidelines to ensure transparency and rigor, with the entire
protocol  prospectively registered on PROSPERO
(CRDA42020202745) to minimize bias and secure
methodological consistency. We defined strict a priori
eligibility criteria, focusing on studies published between
2005 and 2025 that specifically examined the socio-
economic, health, or safety outcomes of commercial



motorcycle transport (boda boda) among youth aged 18—
35 in Kenya or comparable rural sub-Saharan African
settings. Our search was intentionally broad to capture
diverse evidence—from qualitative ethnographic accounts
to quantitative observational studies across major academic
databases (Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, AJOL),
complemented by grey literature from Google Scholar and
key reports from Kenyan government bodies (KNBS,
Ministry of Transport). The search utilized precise Boolean
combinations of keywords like “boda boda,” “youth,”
“livelihood,” and “socio-economic,” ensuring both
sensitivity and contextual specificity.

”

The selection of studies was a rigorous, multi-stage process
involving two independent reviewers who screened titles
and abstracts, followed by full-text assessments, with a
third reviewer resolving any disagreements to maintain
reproducibility and minimize selection bias. Data was
systematically extracted using a standardized form,
capturing details on study design, location, key outcomes,
and policy implications to facilitate comparative analysis.
Furthermore, the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Critical
Appraisal Tools were employed to assess the
methodological quality and reliability of each included
study, informing the cautious interpretation of findings.
Finally, a two-pronged approach was used for synthesis:
qualitative findings were analyzed thematically to identify
core patterns and experiential dimensions, while
quantitative data were summarized narratively and
presented in tables, highlighting effect sizes and outcome
measures. This integrative method allowed us to provide a
robust, nuanced synthesis that accommodated the
heterogeneity of the evidence, offering actionable insights
for policymakers concerned with youth livelihoods and
rural economic development.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1 Study Selection

The systematic search across databases and grey literature
sources initially identified 1,200 records, demonstrating a
growing research interest in motorcycle transport
operations in Kenya and comparable rural settings in sub-
Saharan Africa (Mogo Kenya, 2024; ITF, 2022). After
removing 250 duplicates, 950 records were screened for
relevance based on titles and abstracts. A total of 865
records were excluded during this phase, primarily because
they focused on non-commercial motorcycle use, lacked
youth-specific data, or were opinion-based pieces without
empirical evidence (Mugo & Wachira, 2020; Poon, 2016).
Eighty-five full-text articles were subsequently assessed
for eligibility. Following rigorous application of the
inclusion and exclusion criteria, 25 studies were deemed
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suitable for inclusion (Kariuki & Nyaga, 2017; SafeBoda,
2021).

The selection process highlights both the proliferation of
research on boda boda operations and the evidence gap
regarding rural youth-focused socio-economic outcomes
(Chitere & Owuor, 2015). While urban and peri-urban
studies were more common, only a small subset addressed
rural settings like Tindiret Sub-County, emphasizing the
importance of this review in synthesizing evidence
applicable to under-studied rural contexts (NTSA, 2015;
Starkey, Hine, & Ramani, 2013). The rigorous multi-stage
selection process, guided by PRISMA standards, ensured
transparency and minimized bias, strengthening the
validity of the synthesized findings (World Health
Organization [WHO], 2018).

4.2 Study Characteristics

The 25 included studies displayed methodological
heterogeneity, reflecting the multi-dimensional nature of
the boda boda sector (Mitullah & Wachira, 2013). Fifteen
studies were cross-sectional surveys quantifying income
levels, employment rates, demographic patterns, and
operational characteristics of youth operators (Kariuki &
Nyaga, 2017; Mogo Kenya, 2024). These surveys provided
valuable data on earnings variability, working hours, and
the socio-economic profiles of operators. Five qualitative
studies employed in-depth interviews and focus group
discussions to explore lived experiences, social
perceptions, and occupational challenges (Poon, 2016;
Nizeyimana, Uwizeyimana, & Mukiza, 2018). Three
mixed-methods studies integrated survey data with
qualitative insights, enabling triangulation and a more
nuanced understanding of the sector (SafeBoda, 2021).
Two case studies offered in-depth contextual analyses of
specific counties or boda boda associations, illuminating
how local infrastructure, market demand, and social
dynamics shape youth engagement (Mugo & Wachira,
2020).

Geographically, the studies spanned multiple counties in
Kenya, including Kwale, Meru, Eldoret, and Nandi, with
some drawing comparisons to neighboring East African
countries such as Uganda and Rwanda (ITF, 2022;
Mwaniki, 2017). While urban and peri-urban contexts were
represented, the majority of studies focused on rural or
semi-rural areas, enhancing the relevance of this review to
rural youth livelihoods (Chitere & Owuor, 2015). Sample
sizes varied substantially: surveys included between 100—
600 participants, qualitative interviews involved 15—40
respondents, and case studies provided detailed
organizational or community-level insights (Mogo Kenya,
2024; SafeBoda, 2021). This diversity enabled
comprehensive synthesis of both measurable outcomes and
experiential dimensions, capturing economic, social, and



regulatory factors influencing boda boda operations
(Starkey et al., 2013).

4.3 Economic Impacts

Across all included studies, economic benefits were
consistently reported, underscoring the sector’s role in
supporting youth livelihoods (Kariuki & Nyaga, 2017,
Mwaniki, 2017). Income generation was the most
commonly measured outcome. Daily earnings among
youth operators ranged from KES 500 to KES 1,500, with
higher earnings observed in urban-adjacent rural areas due
to increased passenger demand and proximity to
commercial centers (Mogo Kenya, 2024; Kariuki &
Nyaga, 2017). Studies corroborated that these earnings
allowed youth to meet household needs, pay school fees,
and contribute to family welfare, demonstrating the boda
boda sector’s role in reducing rural economic vulnerability
(World Bank, 2019).

The sector also created direct and indirect employment
opportunities. While youth riders benefited directly,
ancillary roles in motorcycle maintenance, fueling, spare
parts supply, and repair services provided additional
employment, reinforcing the sector’s role as a rural
economic multiplier (ITF, 2022; SafeBoda, 2021).
Evidence from Nandi and Meru counties indicated that
indirect employment often exceeded 25% of the total
economic impact, highlighting the importance of including
secondary economic effects in policy analyses (SafeBoda,
2021).

Asset accumulation emerged as another key theme. Many
operators reinvested earnings to acquire additional
motorcycles, diversify into small businesses, or save for
future investments, creating pathways for social mobility
(Mwaniki, 2017; NTSA, 2015). Comparative analysis
across counties revealed variability: rural areas with better
road access and market density, such as Eldoret outskirts,
reported higher rates of reinvestment, while more isolated
areas, including some Nandi villages, faced limitations due
to infrastructure constraints (Chitere & Owuor, 2015). This
pattern aligns with findings from Rwanda and Tanzania,
where motorcycle taxi operations contributed to
entrepreneurial development and household asset
accumulation among youth (Mwaniki, 2017; ITF, 2022).

Contrasts also emerged. While economic benefits were
evident, earnings were less stable in rural areas with
seasonal demand fluctuations or during periods of
regulatory crackdowns (Mogo Kenya, 2024; Poon, 2016).
Some studies reported income reductions of up to 30%
during rainy seasons due to poor road conditions and lower
passenger volumes. Nevertheless, even modest earnings
were critical in contexts of limited alternative employment,
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highlighting the sector’s significance as a buffer against
rural unemployment (World Bank, 2019).

4.4 Social and Health Impacts

Economic benefits were accompanied by notable social
and health challenges. Safety concerns were pervasive.
High accident rates were reported across studies, with
motorcycle-related injuries ranking among the leading
causes of trauma in rural areas (NTSA, 2015; WHO, 2018).
Factors contributing to accidents included lack of formal
training, poor road infrastructure, non-compliance with
safety gear usage, and interactions with other vehicles or
pedestrians (SafeBoda, 2021). Qualitative accounts from
youth operators in Kwale and Nandi counties revealed that
accidents often led to psychosocial stress, stigma, and
temporary loss of income, illustrating the multidimensional
costs of occupational hazards (Poon, 2016).

Health risks extended beyond immediate injuries.
Operators reported respiratory problems from prolonged
exposure to dust, noise-induced hearing loss from engine
and traffic noise, and fatigue due to long working hours
(Afolabi, Nwosu, & Oduro, 2020; SafeBoda, 2021).
Several studies highlighted that these conditions were
exacerbated in rural areas with poor road conditions and
limited access to healthcare. Chronic exposure to these
occupational hazards not only reduced productivity but
also increased wvulnerability to long-term morbidity,
emphasizing the need for occupational health interventions
(WHO, 2018).

Social dynamics also shaped outcomes. Informal
operations sometimes led to conflicts with law
enforcement, local authorities, and community members
(Mugo & Wachira, 2020; Poon, 2016). Youth operators
reported experiences of harassment or fines in areas
without clear regulatory frameworks. Conversely, in
counties where youth associations or cooperatives were
active, social legitimacy, collective advocacy, and peer
support  mitigated some negative  experiences,
demonstrating that social organization can buffer against
risks (Putnam, 2000). Comparative studies from Uganda
corroborated that structured rider associations improved
social cohesion, increased adherence to safety practices,
and enhanced economic outcomes (Poon, 2016).

4.5 Discussion

The findings of this systematic review reveal a nuanced
and multidimensional understanding of the socio-
economic impacts of motorcycle transport, or boda boda
operations, on rural youth in Kenya. The evidence
consistently highlights that boda boda operations constitute



a critical livelihood strategy, particularly in contexts where
formal employment opportunities are scarce and
agricultural work is seasonal or unreliable (Mwaniki, 2017;
African Development Bank, 2018). This section
synthesizes the economic, social, and health outcomes of
boda boda operations in rural Kenya, situates these
findings within theoretical frameworks, compares them
with global and regional literature, and outlines policy and
research implications.

The review indicates that boda boda operations provide
substantial economic benefits for rural youth. Daily
earnings ranging from KES 500 to KES 1,500 offer youth
a means of immediate financial support, enabling them to
meet household needs, pay school fees, and contribute to
family welfare (Mogo Kenya, 2024; Kariuki & Nyaga,
2017). These findings corroborate human capital theory,
which posits that investments in labor and skills translate
into improved economic outcomes (Becker, 1993). In this
context, boda boda operations serve as a form of informal
human capital development, allowing youth to accumulate
experience, financial literacy, and business management
skills, which may have long-term implications for
economic mobility. The consistent positive economic
outcomes across the reviewed studies indicate that the
sector not only alleviates immediate financial stress but
also fosters entrepreneurial capacity among rural youth, an
observation supported by comparable studies in Rwanda
and Tanzania (ITF, 2022; Mwaniki, 2017).

The role of boda boda operations as an economic multiplier
extends beyond direct income generation. Ancillary roles
in motorcycle maintenance, spare parts supply, and fueling
services create additional employment opportunities,
reinforcing the sector’s significance in rural economic
development (SafeBoda, 2021; NTSA, 2015). This finding
aligns with the sustainable livelihood’s framework, which
emphasizes the interconnection of multiple assets and
resources in generating livelihood outcomes (DFID, 1999).
In rural Nandi and Meru counties, indirect employment
often exceeded 25% of the total economic impact,
illustrating the extensive socio-economic ripple effects of
boda boda activities. Globally, similar patterns have been
observed in informal transport systems in Southeast Asia
and Latin America, where motorcycle taxis provide both
direct and indirect employment, highlighting their broader
developmental potential (World Bank, 2019; Starkey et al.,
2013).

Despite these economic benefits, the review also highlights
considerable challenges, particularly related to health,
safety, and social vulnerability. High rates of accidents
were reported across studies, with motorcycle-related
injuries ranking among the leading causes of trauma in
rural Kenya (NTSA, 2015). Factors such as poor road
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infrastructure, limited formal rider training, non-
compliance with safety regulations, and interactions with
other road users exacerbate these risks (Afolabi et al.,
2020; SafeBoda, 2021). These findings are consistent with
the occupational health and safety literature, which
emphasizes that informal employment often entails
elevated exposure to hazards due to minimal regulatory
oversight (ILO, 2019). The combination of economic
necessity and occupational risk creates a paradox wherein
youth gain financial security but simultaneously face
threats to their physical well-being, a pattern observed in
comparable contexts in Uganda and Tanzania (Poon, 2016;
ITF, 2022).

The social dimensions of boda boda operations further
illustrate the complex interplay between opportunity and
vulnerability. Youth operators often experience social
marginalization, including harassment from law
enforcement, community stigma, and conflicts with other
road users (Mugo & Wachira, 2020). Conversely, counties
with active youth associations or cooperatives
demonstrated enhanced social legitimacy, collective
advocacy, and peer support, which mitigated some
negative social outcomes (Poon, 2016). These findings
resonate with social capital theory, which emphasizes that
networks, norms, and social trust facilitate cooperation and
improve access to resources (Putnam, 2000). Structured
associations enable youth to navigate regulatory
environments more effectively, access training, and
collectively negotiate for safer working conditions,
underscoring the critical role of social organization in
enhancing both economic and social well-being.

From a policy perspective, the evidence underscores the
importance of harmonized regulatory frameworks, rider
training, and access to financial services in optimizing
socio-economic outcomes. Licensing, enforcement of
safety standards, and formal training were associated with
fewer accidents, higher passenger trust, and improved
earnings (Mitullah & Wachira, 2013; SafeBoda, 2021).
Similarly, access to microfinance programs, cooperative
savings schemes, and targeted loans facilitated motorcycle
acquisition, operational expansion, and reinvestment in
safety equipment (Mwaniki, 2017). This aligns with the
capabilities approach, which emphasizes that expanding
individuals’ freedoms and access to resources enables them
to achieve valued functioning in this case, economic
security, occupational safety, and social inclusion (Sen,
1999). The observed variability in outcomes across
counties highlights the need for context-sensitive
interventions, as local infrastructure, market density, and
policy environments shape the realization of both
economic and social benefits.



Comparative analysis with other sub-Saharan African
contexts reveals both convergence and divergence. In
Uganda, structured rider associations enhance compliance
with safety regulations and promote economic stability,
while in Rwanda, motorcycle taxi operations similarly
contribute to youth entrepreneurship but remain limited by
regulatory inconsistencies and infrastructural constraints
(Poon, 2016; ITF, 2022). These regional comparisons
underscore the importance of integrating formal training,
financial support, and institutional frameworks to
maximize socio-economic gains while minimizing risks.
Globally, parallels can be drawn with informal transport
systems in Southeast Asia, where youth participation in
motorcycle taxi operations has been linked to economic
empowerment but constrained by safety hazards and social
marginalization (World Bank, 2019). Such cross-regional
insights highlight the universality of certain challenges
while emphasizing the role of tailored policy interventions
in specific contexts.

The synthesis of findings also identifies critical evidence
gaps that warrant further investigation. First, few studies
examine long-term socio-economic mobility, including the
intergenerational effects of boda boda engagement on
education, household resilience, and career trajectories
(Chitere & Owuor, 2015). Second, comparative analyses
between rural and urban contexts are limited, constraining
understanding of how infrastructural access, market
density, and demand fluctuations shape economic and
social outcomes. Third, broader socio-economic indicators
such as education continuation, health trajectories, social
capital development, and psychological well-being are
underexplored. Finally, the effectiveness of integrated
interventions combining financial access, formal training,
and institutional support remains poorly understood,
limiting evidence-based policy formulation. Addressing
these gaps is essential for the sustainable development of
the sector and the advancement of youth well-being in rural
Kenya.

The theoretical frameworks employed in this discussion
human capital theory, sustainable livelihoods framework,
social capital theory, and the -capabilities approach
collectively illuminate the multidimensional impacts of
boda boda operations. Human capital theory explains how
skills, experience, and labor investment translate into
economic gains (Becker, 1993). The sustainable
livelihoods framework highlights the interaction of
multiple resources financial, social, human, and physical in
supporting youth livelihoods (DFID, 1999). Social capital
theory emphasizes the role of networks and collective
action in mitigating occupational and social risks (Putnam,
2000). Finally, the capabilities approach underscores the
broader freedoms and opportunities youth gain through
access to financial resources, training, and social
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organization (Sen, 1999). Together, these frameworks
provide a comprehensive lens for understanding both the
benefits and risks of boda boda engagement.

Policy implications arising from this review are
multifaceted. First, formalization of the sector through
licensing, standardized training, and safety regulation is
essential to reduce occupational hazards and enhance
social legitimacy. Second, access to financial services
including microloans, cooperative savings schemes, and
targeted youth funding supports economic sustainability
and encourages reinvestment in safety and business
expansion. Third, fostering youth associations and
cooperatives strengthens social capital, enabling peer
support, advocacy, and collective compliance with
regulatory standards. Finally, context-specific
interventions are critical, as rural settings present unique
challenges related to infrastructure, market demand, and
regulatory enforcement.

From a scholarly perspective, the findings highlight several
priority areas. Longitudinal studies examining the long-
term socio-economic mobility of youth operators are
needed to assess resilience, asset accumulation, and
intergenerational impacts. Comparative research between
rural and urban contexts would elucidate the role of
infrastructure, market density, and policy environments in
shaping outcomes. Additionally, mixed-methods studies
incorporating economic, health, and social indicators
would provide a more holistic understanding of boda boda
engagement. Finally, evaluation studies of integrated
interventions combining financial access, training, and
institutional support are needed to determine best practices
for maximizing socio-economic benefits while minimizing
risks.

The paper underscores the duality of boda boda operations
for rural youth in Kenya. While the sector offers critical
economic benefits, it simultaneously exposes youth to
health, safety, and social risks. The interplay of economic
opportunity, regulatory context, social organization, and
access to resources shapes the extent to which benefits are
realized and risks mitigated. Addressing existing evidence
gaps and implementing context-sensitive, integrated
interventions can enhance the sector’s contribution to
youth livelihoods, social inclusion, and rural development.
These findings provide actionable insights for
policymakers, development practitioners, and researchers
seeking to optimize the socio-economic impacts of
motorcycle transport operations in Kenya and comparable
sub-Saharan African contexts. The findings suggest that
the boda boda sector plays a crucial role in the socio-
economic empowerment of rural youth in Kenya. By
providing employment and income opportunities, it



contributes  to alleviation and economic

development.

poverty

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

5.1 Conclusion

This paper confirms that the boda boda sector is a powerful
but precarious livelihood strategy for rural Kenyan youth.
It is a critical engine for poverty alleviation and asset
accumulation, consistently providing daily income,
supporting houscholds, and acting as an incubator for
entrepreneurial skills (Mogo Kenya, 2024; Kariuki &
Nyaga, 2017). This economic empowerment, reinforced by
the amplified multiplier effect in related services like
maintenance and spare parts, aligns with Human Capital
theory, demonstrating how informal labor and skill
acquisition translate into tangible socio-economic mobility
(Becker, 1993). Furthermore, the review highlights the
protective and empowering role of social capital, finding
that organized youth associations and cooperatives
enhance social legitimacy, reduce occupational hazards,
and improve adherence to safety practices (Poon, 2016).
However, these economic benefits are severely
undermined by persistent health, safety, and social
vulnerabilities.

The sector is characterized by high accident rates, chronic
occupational hazards (dust, fatigue), and social
marginalization (Afolabi et al., 2020; NTSA, 2015).
Regulatory and policy gaps are pivotal determinants of
these risks, with minimal oversight correlating directly
with higher accident rates and limited long-term socio-
economic gains (Mitullah & Wachira, 2013). Crucially, the
review identifies significant evidence gaps, particularly the
need for longitudinal research on resilience to economic
shocks, intergenerational effects, and detailed comparative
analyses between rural and urban settings, as well as
rigorous evaluations of integrated interventions.

5.2 Recommendations

Based on the evidence, an integrated, multi-dimensional
strategy is essential to maximize benefits and mitigate
risks:

1. Government and Transport Regulators: The
National and County Governments, through the
Ministry of Transport and Infrastructure and
National Transport and Safety Authority (NTSA),
should spearhead the formalization of the boda
boda sector. This involves enforcing standardized
licensing, structured rider training (in road safety,
first aid, and customer relations), and consistent
but fair regulation. Formalization will reduce
accidents, enhance professionalism, and
legitimize youth livelihoods within the broader
transport system.
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2. Financial Institutions and Microfinance Actors:
Commercial banks, SACCOs, and microfinance
institutions should prioritize youth-friendly
financial services—including microloans,
flexible repayment plans, and cooperative savings
schemes. Collaboration with county governments
and youth development agencies will help tailor

financial products that support sustainable
motorcycle  ownership, maintenance, and
entrepreneurship.

3. Youth Associations and Civil Society
Organizations (CSOs): Local boda boda

associations, supported by civil society and
NGOs, should be empowered to promote peer
mentorship, leadership development, and self-
regulation.  Strengthening these collective
structures enhances social cohesion, facilitates
compliance with safety standards, and amplifies
youth voices in transport policymaking.

4. Multi-Sectoral Partnerships: Government
ministries, NGOs, universities, and private sector
partners should design integrated programs that
address economic, health, and social dimensions
simultaneously. Evidence shows that combining
safety training, access to finance, and social
support leads to more sustainable youth outcomes
than isolated interventions.

5. County Governments and Development Partners:
Given the distinct nature of rural economies,
county governments, with support from
development agencies and infrastructure funds,
should formulate rural-specific transport policies.
These should include targeted investment in road
improvement,  context-specific ~ operational
guidelines, and climate-sensitive strategies that
consider seasonal variations in transport demand.

6.  Ministry of Health, NTSA, and Health NGOs: To
protect riders’ wellbeing, occupational health and
safety measures must be strengthened through
cross-sector collaboration. The Ministry of
Health, NTSA, and health-focused NGOs should
provide personal protective equipment (PPE),
conduct periodic medical check-ups, and carry
out awareness campaigns on fatigue, substance
abuse, and chronic hazard exposure.
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