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The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic 
within creative industries in Kenya:  
A Systematic Series 

On 12th March 2020, former President Uhuru Kenyatta made a public address confirming the first case of 
Covid-19 in Kenya, after its spread had already begun in different parts of the world. In compliance with 
the World Health Organisation’s guidelines on prevention, strict measures were implemented nationally 
with immediate effect. There was the common assumption that this would be an outbreak that would be 
contained within a short while, but that was not the case. A lot of creative practitioners and entrepreneurs 
require people to convene so as to showcase their creative goods and services, however, social interactions 
as we knew them were strictly prohibited to prevent the rapid spread of the novel coronavirus. 

Weeks and months later, it was clear that we would be indoors and we had to find alternative ways to get 
social connection thus, people’s way of interacting with one another moved to social media platforms. 
From virtual hangouts with friends at the end of the week to DJs doing live shows on Instagram and 
Youtube, it was also Tiktok’s time to shine. Globally, people used the new-ish social-sharing platform to 
tackle the boredom of being holed up indoors, sharing short videos of their ‘pandemic lives’, including 
challenges done with family or friends1, which extensively grew Tiktok’s popularity.

The period of hard lockdown meant that entertainers had to diversify their creative businesses, their 
products and how they would be consumed. In Kenya, platforms such as Dunda Live2 , a pay-per-view 
live streaming platform dedicated to showcasing Kenyan artists perform live, came to be. For as low as 
Ksh. 200 via M-Pesa or $5 / £5 / €5 via Paypal, one could purchase a streaming token and watch their 
favourite artists perform virtual shows. We saw the proliferation of Virtual and Augmented Reality during 
the pandemic3 as these new technologies in media brought galleries and museums into the homes of art 
lovers. 

The pandemic knocked the wind off our sails and recovery has not been easy for many, the Cultural and 
Creative Industries included. Working adults either had their wages slashed to cater for pandemic-related 
costs or lost their jobs. This, among other effects, the cost-of-living crisis, has reduced disposable income 
that would likely be spent on entertainment. Recent reporting4 has shown that concerts have had a low 
uptick from when the strict Covid-19 restrictions were lifted, as people are cautious and have diverted their 
spending to other priorities.

In 2016, the Creative Economy Business Environment Reform5 reported that in the period of 2007-2009, 
the creative economy in Kenya was worth approximately Ksh. 85 billion or 5.3% of GDP with the potential 
of being a key catalyst to economic growth and development, doubling the contribution to 10% in 2020 
without any challenges. The pandemic presented itself as a base period to better understand the creative 
economy in Kenya and explore necessary policy, program and regulatory frameworks to bolster the 
industry. 
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Introduction
 
In 2022, Baraza Media Lab cast its net wider, as 
Nairobi is not the be-all and end-all for everything, 
including the Cultural and Creative Industries.

With the support of the British Council, we 
conducted fieldwork in Kilifi, Kisumu, Nyeri and 
Uasin Gishu Counties where we engaged with 131 
creative practitioners and the respective County 
Government representatives in the Audio-visual, 
Performing Arts, Print & Publishing sub-sectors; 
in a bid to understand the state of the creative 
economy, the progress of recovery and the way 
forward since the Covid-19 pandemic. Each county 
surfaced a different theme and challenges within 
the Cultural and Creative Industries: 

In Eldoret, we saw the diversity in content with blogs 
and Youtube posts of car and truck reviews being 
consumed as far out as India, besides a budding 
Film industry; In Malindi, the Arts had been for years 
including during the pandemic, utilized to move 
people to social change; In Kisumu, the creative 
entrepreneurs had been collaborating with the 
county government to access physical spaces to 
showcase their work; and in Nyeri, we learnt about 
a community library supported by book lovers 
internationally, providing a platform for creative 
entrepreneurs to perform and collaborate. 

This was a combination of 69 women and 73 men 
in all four counties, with Nyeri County having the 
biggest representation of creative entrepreneurs.

Audio-visual, Performing Arts, Print & Publishing 
Why These Sub-Sectors? You May Ask. 

Previous research by Baraza Media Lab6 indicates that these are the sub-sectors with more practitioners 
in Kenya, so we began from the known and will venture into the unknown, eventually. 

The sub-sector distribution indicated that 42.6% of the respondents in all our Focus Group Discussions were 
in the Performing Arts, while 37.7% were in Audiovisual, with the least represented, 19.7%, being practitioners 
in Publishing and Print Media. This representation brings us back to the question of why the decline in print 
media has been rampant over the years and why we see many companies spending less on print lately.

This research was conducted over six months during which we interviewed a total of 135 respondents 
through focus groups and interviews organized with the support of local creative hubs in Eldoret, Kisumu, 
Malindi, and Nyeri. Here, we focus on the experiences of creatives navigating the Cultural and Creative 
Industries in the post-pandemic era.
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Understanding The Demographics

From the interactions we had with the creative practitioners in the four counties, the majority had 
received secondary school education, with a lesser number pursuing tertiary education either in 
university or TVET (Technical and Vocational Education and Training) institutions. 

As has been the norm in Kenya, parents make emphasis on their children acquiring skills and knowledge 
that will land them white-collar jobs and after, they can focus on their creative skills. The Cultural and 
Creative Industries in Kenya are not viewed as lucrative enough for one to make a living out of. 

With this information, we found that in Eldoret for example, some of the courses post-secondary level 
that were studied by the attendees were Music, Financial Analysis, Environmental Studies, Film Production, 
Construction, Urban Planning, Communications & Journalism among other courses unrelated to practice 
within the CCIs. A common theme identified in all four locations was that many honed their creative skills 
through the church, Community-based Organizations, and auditions in their local communities, making a 
majority of them self-taught in their craft. 
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Some of the ways the creatives in Nyeri were monetizing their craft was through collaboration whereby 
some of the podcasters would utilize each other’s audiences to share their work, despite being independent 
producers of their own content. 

In Kisumu, some creative entrepreneurs mentioned selling merchandise to the consumers of their work as 
another income-generating stream. Some Youtubers and Bloggers also mentioned Google Adsense, (a 
program run by Google through which website publishers in the Google network of content sites serve text, 
images, video or interactive media advertisements that are targeted to the site content and audience.7) 
also helped them direct traffic to their content.

Creatives based in Malindi had a different approach where previously, they had been contracted by NGOs 
focusing on social issues such as reproductive health, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy training, HIV/AIDS 
prevention, Statelessness and more, to raise awareness in their communities through their creative work.

88.5%

11.5%

Respondents Had Received  
Secondary School + Tertiary Education either 
from the university, polytechnics or TVETs

Received Upto Primary School Education
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Covid-19 Pandemic: The Impact And How Recovery Has Been
 
In Nyeri County, we spoke to the Inspire Kenya Library Manager, Emily Miller, who mentioned that the 
Covid-19 pandemic almost resulted in the closure of the library. Emily has focused on teaching school-
going children how to go about storytelling, while budding artists convene at the space for events such as 
Coffee and Poetry13, a monthly event that brings together poetry lovers to speak about mental health, love 
stories and among other topics, the creative industry. 

During this period of dormancy, many of the attendees of this CX Program say they experienced a creative 
block (an overwhelming feeling of being stuck in the creative process without the ability to move forward 
and make anything new14) which heavily affected their ability to create new or continue producing already 
existing work. However, in a bid to find community and support, going online to collaborate with other 
artists helped them get out of the creativity slump. As more people got online and spent a consummate 
amount of time finding content to keep them occupied, their content gained traction.

Salary cuts were some of the effects of the pandemic as the cost of operation for many businesses went 
up due to supply chain issues, movement restrictions on the labour force and lack of work. A creative 
practitioner from Eldoret, who worked at an advertising agency at the time experienced a cut of about 40% 
of their income while demands on their productivity remained the same. Eventually, this practitioner had 
to turn to freelance work as the demand for their time did not match the compensation at work. Supply 
chains were impacted by travel restrictions, resulting in a low flow of goods and subsequently trade and 
balance of payments were thrown off. 

Classes from Primary school to university level were moved to the virtual system and for one, this was 
a chance to do their research on a long-term interest which was Podcasting. A creative practitioner in 
Eldoret informed us that they started their podcast on their mobile phone during the pandemic and have 
been consistently producing every month since, as of November 2022 while conducting these discussions.

For a visual artist based in Eldoret, many consumers of his art needed to see his work and for some, have 
a feel of the artwork. This was not possible due to the limits on gatherings, he took to Youtube to showcase 
his work and teach people how to paint in addition to other core aspects of visual art. Reliant on the Gig 
Economy, jobs were not forthcoming, we learnt from a car enthusiast that they had to open their own 
website where they did car reviews, which have been consumed globally including in India. 

We also heard from a sound engineer who acquired his audio skills during the pandemic while at home 
with nothing to do amidst hard lockdown, as the pandemic restrictions were lifted, these skills were now 
lucrative in the entertainment industry as businesses were opening up. He has since supported DJs, 
documentary filmmakers and music producers in their various audio technical needs.

The slow recovery in the Cultural and Creative Industries also forced one creative and lecturer to explore 
other options as universities had been closed indefinitely with few taking up virtual learning. The University 
of Eldoret lecturer and Festival Executive Officer at the Eldoret Film Festival, Cosmas Bii, took up consulting 
to help people apply for grants from the National and County governments and received about Ksh. 4 
million and shot their biggest film because it was funded. Unfortunately, they went through terrible losses 
with late payments brought about by financing bottlenecks at the peak of the pandemic.

A videographer we spoke to at Kikao64 took this period as a blessing in disguise and was live-streaming 
funerals during the pandemic as burials had been restricted to close family only, in order to curb the 
spread of the virus.
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Economic Outlook, Post-Pandemic State
 
According to the Economic Survey 2022 by the Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS), the Arts, 
Entertainment and Recreation experienced a growth of 15.9% from 2017 to 2021. This is based on information 
from the private sector, not much about the public sector under the report. 10 

Here we see the trajectory of creative businesses following interactions with CCI content creators in the 4 
Hubs. A common theme identified was that getting back on their feet after the pandemic was slower than 
expected, even after restrictions were dropped.

We were interested to find out the issues affecting creative entrepreneurs in their businesses while in 
Eldoret, Malindi, Kisumu and Nyeri. This information would be relevant to guide us and other interlocutors 
of the Cultural and Cultural Industries on what support should go into the different counties and their 
demographics.

48.3% of the respondents said that business had been on 
a constant trajectory

said business had dropped34.4%

17.2%
said that business had 
improved since the 
pandemic
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Youth Are Establishing Dominance In The CCIs
 
According to Worldometer11, the median age in Kenya is 20.1 years with Kenya’s total population 
being 56,826,387 as of Wednesday, February 1, 2023. 

From our survey, we found that the majority of the respondents were between the ages of 18 – 35. The 
creative entrepreneurs above the age of 35 were still practising but there was a common element of 
taking up coaching, teaching and mentoring younger practitioners in the CCIs, this would be justified by 
their level of experience in the various fields of practice.

The above information is also supported by statistics showing that Africa has the youngest population 
in the world where 70% of Sub-Saharan Africa’s population is under the age of 30.12 The talk around the 
continent is that this huge number of youth is key to driving sustainable economic growth, only with the 
right support and resources.

25-35 Above 3518-25

The median age in Kenya
20.1 years 
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Funding
 
At the peak of the pandemic, The Ministry of Sports, Culture and Heritage launched the “Work For Pay” 
Ksh. 100 million stimulus packages for artists, actors and musicians8. Participants from this research 
project mentioned that they did not receive this said funding and neither knew of anyone who did, in their 
respective counties. Granted, this project’s survey is not a representation of all practitioners, it indicates a 
gap in the distribution of financial resources.

We sought to find out how the creatives were funding their creative businesses and learnt that most 
respondents of this study, an overwhelming 84.7% across the four creative hubs, was from their social 
circles described as ‘Friendly loans’ in our survey. Not many had explored crowdfunding options such as 
Kickstarter, Indiegogo, GoFundMe and the like, whose penetration across parts of the world has grown 
immensely and research9 shows that some creators have been able to make a comfortable sustainable 
living through these platforms.

We also learnt that some creatives received an ‘equipment grant’ through production gear from a record 
label they were part of. Mobile phone loans, despite their high interest, were also a common source of 
funding to the creatives and some had been able to purchase equipment, produce their content, pay 
their support staff and repay the loans in good time. Lack of financial resources has not killed the dream 
of many a creator and some have facilitated their creative businesses by hiring equipment and providing 
exchange services. 

In Kisumu, we were informed that the community of creatives is close-knit and a Film Director for example 
would request the services of local actors and they would collaborate with scriptwriters to produce short 
films. Which would then be showcased at one of the community or public town halls at an affordable fee 
to the audiences.
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Consequently, the lack of, and limited access to financial options means that there is little confidence 
in making creative businesses a sole source of income. For many in Kenya who are living solely off their 
creative businesses, these are the exception and not the norm. Practitioners in the CCIs are therefore 
forced to take up other jobs to supplement their income.

Despite the amount of revenue that the Creative Economy has the potential to generate, quite a number 
of bottlenecks were mentioned as barriers to short-term liquidity, with many credit facilities requiring 
collateral such as land title deeds, car logbooks, 3 months’ pay slips and other valuable assets. Various 
financial institutions have come up with options where the registration of intellectual property guarantees 
a secure loan, in place of collateral which many creative practitioners may not have. 

The lack of government funding was also quite stark, we were glad to have regional government officers 
present who explained some of the plans the devolved governments where these respective hubs were 
located, had in store for the Cultural and Creative Industries.
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Professional Support
While we explore the state of the CCIs post-pandemic, we do understand the importance of professional 
guidance just like with any other business, be it branding, strategy, business development, negotiation, 
people management, investment, tax compliance, marketing, content production, book-keeping among 
other business needs.

From the responses in the 4 Hubs, 96.2% of the respondents informed us that marketing their creative 
goods and services is a huge need and expressed interest in learning more about cost-effective ways 
of going about it. Some of the participants were concerned that they had consistently produced content 
but needed to learn how to reach their target audience in an organic way. Many were in the process of 
taking up digital marketing, using various online platforms such as Twitter, Instagram, Telegram, Tiktok 
and Facebook to share their work. The popular messaging service, Whatsapp, was also another platform 
utilized for the same. 

With the increasing amount of content being consumed online this has enabled advertisers to sell their 
products targeting specific demographics through social media platforms. We have seen the steady rise of 
‘Influencer Marketing’ which has been another stream of income for content creators. Short video formats 
have enabled advertisers to connect their products and services to relevant audiences by catalyzing 
social media consumption. Research shows that in 2022, Influencer marketing crossed the $ 16.4 Billion 
mark globally15.

There was also a concern about how to get more people from outside of their counties to consume the 
content produced, for some, we learnt that going online due to the pandemic disruption helped the 
creators reach more people including garnering an international audience. 61.1% of sample size from our 
engagements showed that the work produced was mostly consumed in the respective counties and 
various parts of Kenya through tours across the country and aggressive marketing, while the international 
audience across the board was lowest at a meagre 9.9%.
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Another concern was product pricing and negotiating, many clients still want to pay the prices they did 
before the pandemic, despite the cost of production going up, stagnant wages that have failed to keep 
up with inflation, supply chain issues and other destabilizing elements brought about by the Covid-19 
pandemic. 

A lot of creatives even outside of the focus groups begun creating out of passion, making it a hobby. At the 
4 Hubs, we received many questions on how to commercialize the creative businesses and with various 
stakeholders in the CCIs working together, there are opportunities to enable scaling of these businesses 
with the right support. A podcaster based in Eldoret mentioned that they were keen to make their podcast 
profitable but did not know where to begin and needed support with strategizing their business. 

From our findings, we realize that more can be done to give creative practitioners a global competitive 
advantage given the increasing use of social media platforms in the region. Instagram reels for example 
were cited as a marketing tool used to share travel content and this had gotten the creator clout and 
growth over the years.
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Creative associations just like with any other professional associations, bring together people with similar 
interests ensuring a market-focused approach in coming up with strategies and proper structures for 
their profession. In addition, they give the creative entrepreneurs a collective voice when dealing with 
governments and/or private institutions, ensuring a delicate balance between being market-driven, to 
serve its members’ bottom line and being member-focused, to serve the needs of specific groups of 
artists.

Some of the popular artists’ associations in Kenya include the Music Copyright Society of Kenya (MCSK), 
the Association of Visual Artists and Collectives (AVAC), the Performers Rights Society of Kenya (PRISK), 
the Writers’ Guild, the Kenya Copyright Board (KECOBO), Association of Animation Artistes in Kenya (A3K) 
among other registered organizations with county chapters in the process of being set up. 

Part of our survey went out to explore if any of the creative practitioners convened in the 4 Hubs: Inspire 
Kenya Library, Kikao64, LakeHub and Thellesi Trust were signed up to member-based associations in their 
respective counties of practice. The numbers were significantly low, but some of the artists’ associations 
the practitioners were part of included the Malindi Youth Association, the Kenya Union of Journalists, the 
Kenya Music Union, the Writers’ Guild and the Bloggers’ Association of Kenya (BAKE)

Members’ Associations

Investing in the CCIs is beneficial for the economy 
given its potential to generate income on a 
county, national and global level. The ability 
to inform, entertain and educate through the 
creative economy shapes attitudes, beliefs and 
perspectives of society wholly, and could rightly 
be considered a merit good, providing more than 
just economic value.  A diversified approach to 
funding is also necessary to increase access to 
and availability of financial resources such as the 
use of intellectual property as collateral for secured 
loans, crowd-funding and other microlending 
approaches. 

This can be done through multi-stakeholder 
partnerships in the public and private sectors 
involving persons such as business development, 
regulatory and credit issuance professionals in the 
processes, so as create a conducive environment 
for sustainable business models with indicators of 
productivity, quality or success for the CCIs.

Funding is critical to the development of the Cultural and Creative Industries

Policy Perspectives: The Kisumu, Malindi, Nyeri And Uasin Gishu 
County Editions
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Continuous learning supports adaptability 

Technology changes and the evolving trends in a 
dynamic world mean that one must be flexible and 
open to learning what new ideas and innovations 
exist in their markets, in order to remain relevant. 
Continuous education needs to be provided to 
creative entrepreneurs to support the development 
of their knowledge and skills. 

Collaboration and networking reinforce common interests

Formal and informal practitioners in the CCIs have 
for years practiced ‘individually’, depending on 
the sub-sectors they belong to; however, creative 
hubs and associations provide a talent pool for 
collaborations, resource and vast skills’ mobilization, 
alignment of interests, advocacy and lobbying as 
the market evolves to fit the dynamic global markets 
and emerging technologies.
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