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This study examined whether social media engagement serves as a booster or a barrier to
the socio-economic development of Kenyan youth. While social media platforms offer
significant opportunities for entrepreneurship, digital marketing, employment creation,
networking, and skills acquisition, evidence suggests that the majority of Kenyan youth
utilize these platforms primarily for non-economic purposes such as entertainment, social
interaction, trend-following, and personal gratification. Using empirical data collected
from Kenyan youth, the study assessed the extent of productive versus non-productive
social media use and evaluated its effects on economic advancement, education, family
relationships, moral development, and overall wellbeing. The findings revealed that
although social media has the potential to enhance socio-economic outcomes through
access to information, business opportunities, and professional networks, most youth do
not actively exploit these opportunities for economic gain. Instead, a substantial proportion
of their online engagement is devoted to leisure activities, excessive socialization, and
passive content consumption. This pattern of use was found to contribute to reduced
productivity, poor time management, diminished academic focus, weakened family
interactions, and increased exposure to misinformation, cybercrime, addictive behaviors,
and harmful online influences. Furthermore, the study established that limited digital
entrepreneurship skills and inadequate awareness of income-generating opportunities constrain
youths' ability to transform social media engagement into sustainable livelihoods. The study
concludes that, despite its considerable developmental potential, social media currently

functions more as a barrier than a booster to the socio-economic progress of the majority
of Kenyan youth due to prevailing non-productive usage patterns. However, its negative
effects are not inevitable and can be mitigated through targeted interventions. The study
recommends strengthening digital literacy, entrepreneurship training, cyber-safety
awareness, and responsible social media usage programs to promote productive
engagement and maximize the developmental benefits of digital platforms among Kenyan youth.

1. Introduction

1.1 Background to the Study

Youth interaction with social media in Kenya occurs within a rapidly changing technological and socio-economic landscape, where
the scale and intensity of use are reshaping everyday life and livelihoods. Recent national estimates indicate that internet penetration
and social media use have been rising quickly, with DataReportal reporting roughly 15.1 million social media user identities in
Kenya in January 2025 and internet penetration approaching half of the population, which materially expands the number of young
people who can access digital markets, information, and networks (Kepios/DataReportal, 2025). This quantitative expansion is not
neutral; it alters labor market signaling, marketing channels, and informal income-generation strategies, creating visible
opportunities for youth entrepreneurship and freelance work. Yet the numeric growth also magnifies vulnerabilities, as larger
connected populations attract more sophisticated fraudulent schemes, misinformation flows, and platform-based exploitation.
Treating penetration statistics as simply “positive” or “negative” therefore misses how scale interacts with institutional readiness,
digital skills, and regulation to produce heterogeneous outcomes for different youth cohorts.

The economic promise of social media for Kenyan youth is plausible and documented through emerging evidence of digital start-
ups, micro-business adoption, and improved market access. Policy and research organizations in Kenya have highlighted the role of
digital start-ups and digital marketing in creating jobs for example, KIPPRA’s analyses show that tens of thousands of jobs have
been created in digital marketing and related sectors, pointing to social media as an important demand channel for nascent enterprises
(KIPPRA, 2025). These success stories are compelling because they reflect low barriers to entry for e-commerce and branding: a
young artisan or service provider can now reach paying customers via Instagram, WhatsApp, and YouTube without expensive
intermediaries. Nonetheless, macro-level job creation figures obscure the micro-level realities: many such opportunities are
precarious, short-term, and concentrated among digitally literate, urban youth who already have access to smartphones and stable
data—TIeaving rural, poorer, and | ess-educated youth at risk of exclusion (KIPPRA, 2025; World Bank, 2024).

Alongside opportunity, the digital ecosystem in Kenya has become a prominent site for cyber threats that disproportionately affect
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youth who lack cyber hygiene and experience. Communications Authority of Kenya reports, and Kenya’s national CERT findings,
document rising cyber threat volumes including phishing, social engineering, ransomware, and targeted campaigns exploiting social
media vectors. Recent CA publications for 2024-2025 note a marked uptick in threat advisories and incidents, underscoring that
more users mean a larger attack surface for criminals (Communications Authority of Kenya, 2025; KE-CIRT, 2024). The practical
consequence is that youths engaging in online economic activity face not only market competition but also risks of identity theft,
payment fraud, and reputational harm, which can erode nascent business ventures and deter further participation. Thus, cyber
insecurity functions as a structural barrier: even when social media can facilitate transactions, the fragility of digital trust and weak
consumer protection mechanisms can reverse gains and exacerbate precarity.

Beyond economic effects, social media shapes social capital, civic identity, and psychological wellbeing in ways that complicate
simple booster/barrier binaries. Platforms can expand networks, create mentorship and peer-learning opportunities, and mobilize
collective action, enhancing youth agency. Yet social media also amplifies peer comparison, normative pressures, and performative
consumption that may skew young people’s aspirations toward visible consumption rather than sustainable livelihood strategies.
Empirical and policy literature from Kenya and comparable contexts suggests that these psychosocial dynamics mediate economic
outcomes: youth whose platform engagement fosters skill-building and constructive networks gain advantages, while those exposed
primarily to aspirational consumption or toxic online interactions suffer declines in mental health, financial missteps, or reduced
productivity (Kepios/DataReportal, 2025; World Bank, 2024).

A critical lens must interrogate the distributional consequences of social media’s rise: who gains, who loses, and why. The digital
divide in Kenya persists across urban—rural lines, income groups, and educational attainment; while headline penetration numbers
are encouraging, they mask stark inequalities in device quality, data affordability, and digital literacy (DataReportal, 2025). These access
disparities interact with existing socio-economic stratifiers, so social media can reinforce preexisting advantages for example, youth from
better-off households use platforms to scale businesses or access gig work, while less-resourced youth remain sidelined, sometimes
substituting time online for productive offline opportunities without the corresponding returns. In short, social media is not an automatic
equalizer: it is a medium whose distributive effects depend on complementary investments in education, infrastructure, and targeted support.
Institutional responses from government regulation to platform governance and civil-society interventions are a decisive factor in
whether social media acts as a booster or barrier. Kenya’s recent policy trajectory is instructive: the Communications Authority and
national cyber units have ramped up reporting and mitigation efforts in 2024-2025, signaling recognition of cyber threats as a
national policy priority (Communications Authority of Kenya, 2025). However, regulatory attention has not always translated into
accessible redress for individual youth victims or proactive digital-literacy scaling at community levels. Moreover, platform-level
policies (content moderation, commercial rules, payment integration) are set by global companies whose priorities may not align
with Kenyan developmental goals, creating a governance gap that local policy must grapple with. Where institutions succeed in
closing that gap for example, by partnering with platforms to support MSMEs or fund local digital skills programs social media’s
empowering potential is amplified; where institutions lag, harms multiply.

Methodologically, research that seeks to adjudicate “booster or barrier” claims must move beyond single-method descriptions to
mixed-method, longitudinal designs that capture complex causality and time-lagged effects. Cross-sectional surveys correlating
social media use with income or employment risk mistaking selection effects (who chooses to use platforms) for causal impact
(World Bank, 2024). Qualitative and ethnographic work helps reveal how youths convert platform interactions into sustained
livelihoods, the role of trust and networks, and how risks are navigated in practice. Policy-relevant studies should also disaggregate
by platform and by activity (e.g., content creation, buying/selling, networking, job search) because the same platform can yield
different outcomes depending on usage patterns, moderation algorithms, and monetization opportunities.

Practical interventions to tilt the balance toward booster effects are available but require coordinated multi-stakeholder action.
Investing in digital literacy that includes financial literacy, cyber hygiene, and entrepreneurship training can materially reduce
vulnerabilities that currently turn online engagement into exposure (KIPPRA, 2025). Strengthening consumer protection
mechanisms, improving access to dispute resolution for online fraud, and fostering partnerships between platforms and local
financial service providers can make online commerce safer for young entrepreneurs. Evidence from Kenyan programs that combine
skills training with access to micro-grants or market linkages suggests that bundling interventions is more effective than standalone
training in converting online visibility into sustainable income (KIPPRA, 2025; World Bank, 2024).

Finally, any balanced policy or scholarly stance must accept uncertainty and heterogeneity: social media is neither a panacea nor an
unmitigated threat, but a force whose net societal effect will be shaped by policy choices, market design, and the resilience of young
people’s social networks. The most recent data and institutional reports point to both growing opportunity with millions of Kenyans
newly connected and tens of thousands of digital jobs created and escalating threats with cyber incidents and unequal access
persisting into 2024-2025 (DataReportal, 2025; Communications Authority of Kenya, 2025; KE-CIRT, 2024). For research and
policy actors, the task is to produce actionable evidence that identifies leverage points digital skills, trust infrastructure, inclusive
regulation to maximize social media’s booster potential while containing and compensating for its barriers.

1.2 Statement of the Problem

Despite the rapid growth of social media usage among Kenyan youth and its widely publicized potential to support entrepreneurship,
employment creation, digital marketing, and skills development, emerging evidence suggests that the majority of young people are
not fully converting this digital exposure into meaningful socio-economic gains. Instead, social media engagement among youth
increasingly reflects patterns of idle use, entertainment consumption, and the pursuit of social gratification such as scrolling, chatting,
following trends, and engaging in online image-performance at the expense of productive economic activities. This trend raises concerns about
whether social media is genuinely functioning as a catalyst for youth empowerment or inadvertently undermining their socio-economic progress.
A significant portion of Kenyan youth now spend several hours daily on platforms like TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, and
WhatsApp, not primarily for business, learning, or market access, but for passive entertainment, gossip, viral challenges, and social
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validation. This shift toward pleasure-driven engagement reduces the time, discipline, and focus required for income-generating
work, creativity, skills acquisition, or offline entrepreneurship. The result is a growing contradiction: while social media presents
unprecedented opportunities for economic advancement, many youths appear trapped in cycles of unproductive consumption that
diminish their ability to take advantage of these opportunities.

Furthermore, excessive social media use has begun to displace essential life activities that are foundational to holistic youth
development. Many young people are increasingly sacrificing valuable time meant for academic study, family bonding, in-person
socialization, physical recreation, and personal moral development. The rise of digital addiction, compulsive scrolling, and fear of missing
out (FOMO) has contributed to reduced attention spans, poor academic performance, strained family relationships, and weakened personal
discipline—factors that ultimately compromise future employability, emotional wellbeing, and responsible citizenship. These negative
spillovers illustrate how social media can silently erode developmental foundations while creating an illusion of digital engagement.
Additionally, moral and behavioral concerns have escalated as social media exposes youth to misleading role models, explicit
content, online influencers promoting lavish lifestyles, and peer-driven pressures that glamorize shortcuts to success. This
environment shapes attitudes and aspirations in ways that may distance young people from structured work, vocational learning, and
ethical decision-making. Consequently, instead of functioning primarily as a tool for business innovation, professional networking,
and educational advancement, social media often becomes a platform that reinforces unrealistic expectations, instant gratification,
and non-productive social competition.

Compounding these issues is the persistent digital skills gap: even though many youths can navigate platforms easily, relatively few
possess the advanced digital literacy needed to transform online activity into economic gain. The imbalance between high usage and
low productive competence means that social media is frequently used more for consumption than creation, more for leisure than
livelihood, and more for validation than value creation. This mismatch widens socio-economic disparities, as only a small minority
with the right skills and guidance benefit from digital opportunities, while the majority drift deeper into unproductive engagement.

Given these concerns, a critical gap exists in understanding whether social media is genuinely contributing to youth socio-economic
development in Kenya or whether its increasing misuse for idle gratification is reinforcing economic vulnerability, reducing
educational focus, weakening family ties, and undermining moral development. Without empirical evidence distinguishing
productive engagement from harmful overuse, policymakers, educators, parents, and youth themselves lack the guidance needed to
optimize social media for empowerment rather than distraction. This study therefore seeks to investigate whether social media
engagement among Kenyan youth functions more as a booster or a barrier to their socio-economic progress, particularly in light of
rising non-productive usage patterns and their associated negative developmental consequences.

1.3 Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to critically examine the role of social media engagement in shaping the socio-economic development
of Kenyan youth, with particular attention to the growing tension between productive and non-productive use of digital platforms.
Specifically, the study seeks to determine whether social media functions primarily as a booster enhancing economic opportunities,
skills acquisition, entrepreneurship, and social empowerment or as a barrier by encouraging idle use, fostering addictive behaviors,
distracting youth from education and meaningful work, weakening family and moral development, and exposing them to harmful
online influences. Through empirical investigation, the study aims to generate evidence-based insights that can guide youth,
educators, policymakers, and digital stakeholders in optimizing social media as a tool for sustainable socio-economic progress while
minimizing its negative developmental impacts.

1.4 Objectives of the Study

Main Objective

To investigate whether social media engagement serves as a booster or a barrier to the socio-economic development of Kenyan youth.

Specific Objectives

e To examine the extent to which social media supports youth economic activities such as entrepreneurship, digital marketing, skills
acquisition, and employment opportunities in Kenya.

e To assess how idle or gratification-driven use of social media affects youth productivity, time management, and engagement in
meaningful economic work.

¢ To evaluate the impact of social media use on youth education, academic focus, family bonding, and moral development.

e To identify the major risks and challenges associated with social media engagement among Kenyan youth, including addiction,
misinformation, cybercrime, and exposure to harmful online influences.

e To determine the overall balance between the positive and negative effects of social media engagement on the socio-economic
progress of Kenyan youth.

e To propose strategies and interventions that can enhance productive use of social media while minimizing its negative
developmental impacts on youth.

1.5 Research Questions

e How does social media engagement promote economic opportunities for Kenyan youth, including entrepreneurship, digital
marketing, and skills development?

e What social effects does social media have on youth development, particularly in relation to education, family relationships, moral
growth, and overall wellbeing?

e What challenges or risks do Kenyan youth encounter on social media platforms, such as addiction, misinformation, cybercrime,
and exposure to harmful online influences?

e To what extent does social media engagement function as a booster or a barrier to the socio-economic progress of Kenyan youth?

JENER Journal of Empirical and Non-Empirical Research, Volume 2, Issue 10, October 2026




RESEARCH ARTICLE

1.6 Justification/Significance of the Study

This study is significant because it addresses the increasingly complex relationship between social media engagement and youth
development in Kenya at a time when digital platforms are rapidly reshaping social and economic life. As youth unemployment,
underemployment, and vulnerability remain pressing national concerns, understanding how social media can be harnessed as a tool
for economic advancement is essential. The findings of this research will help policymakers design informed, evidence-based
strategies for digital youth empowerment, particularly in areas such as online entreprencurship, job creation, and safe digital
participation. Policy frameworks that recognize both the benefits and risks of social media can better support inclusive growth and
protect young people from harmful online experiences.

The study also provides valuable insights for youth organizations, NGOs, community groups, and educational institutions that are
actively involved in digital literacy, life skills training, and youth development programs. As social media continues to influence
behavior, identity, decision-making, and aspirations, these organizations require up-to-date knowledge on how youth actually use
digital platforms and where interventions are most needed. The research will guide them in shaping more targeted, relevant, and impactful
digital literacy initiatives that encourage productive use while discouraging misuse, cyber dependency, and exposure to harmful content.
For young people themselves, the study is equally important because it highlights the potential opportunities social media offers for
economic empowerment while also cautioning against excessive or unproductive use. Understanding these dynamics can help youth
make informed decisions about how to manage their time online, balance entertainment with meaningful productivity, and navigate
digital spaces responsibly. Insights from the study may also motivate youth to explore online income streams, build digital skills,
and adopt healthier online behaviors.

Furthermore, the study contributes to academic literature on digital transformation and youth development in Africa, a field that is
growing but still under-researched in many respects. By examining both the positive and negative dimensions of social media
engagement, the study provides a nuanced analysis that enriches scholarly debates on technology, youth empowerment, and socio-
economic change in developing countries. Its findings may also serve as a foundation for future research on digital behavior,
cyberpsychology, digital entrepreneurship, and information society studies.

1.7 Scope of the Study

This study is geographically confined to Kenya, focusing on both urban and rural contexts where youth engagement with social
media is increasingly shaping daily life, economic behavior, and social interactions. The study specifically targets young people
aged 18-35, a population bracket recognized nationally as the youth demographic and one that constitutes the most active users of
digital platforms in the country. This age group is also at a critical stage of socio-economic transition, navigating education, job-
seeking, entrepreneurship, identity formation, and community participation all of which may be influenced by their social media practices.
In terms of content, the study examines the economic, social, and developmental impacts of social media engagement on youth. This
includes exploring how digital platforms influence youth entreprencurship, skills development, employment opportunities,
productivity, educational commitment, family relationships, moral development, and overall wellbeing. The study also considers
the negative dimensions of social media use, such as addiction, distraction, cybercrime, misinformation, and the prioritization of
entertainment-driven engagement over meaningful or productive use.

The timeframe of the study is centered on current trends in the digital era, with a particular focus on developments within the last
five years when internet penetration, smartphone access, and platform diversification have expanded significantly in Kenya. This
period reflects a dynamic phase in which social media has evolved from a communication tool to a central driver of digital lifestyles
and economic opportunity. By focusing on contemporary patterns, the study aims to generate relevant, timely insights that reflect
the realities of today’s digital youth environment.

2. Literature Review

Social media has transformed how youth interact, learn, and engage economically across the globe. In Kenya, these platforms are
no longer just spaces for entertainment or socializing; they have become arenas for entrepreneurial activity, civic engagement, and
identity formation. Existing literature emphasizes the active role of youth in selecting and using social media, aligning with Uses
and Gratifications Theory, which frames users as agents who seek specific rewards from media (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1973;
Whiting & Williams, 2013; Langat,2016). While studies acknowledge the breadth of uses ranging from communication to business
transactions—few explicitly quantify how these engagements translate into measurable socio-economic outcomes, leaving a gap in
understanding the depth of social media’s impact.

Empirical studies on youth entrepreneurship suggest that social media marketing can significantly enhance business performance.
In Nairobi, youth-owned micro and small enterprises leverage platforms like Instagram, Facebook, and WhatsApp for brand-
building, customer engagement, and sales (Mwangi, 2024). These findings align with Diffusion of Innovations theory, which posits
that adoption depends on perceived advantage and compatibility (Rogers, 2003). However, evidence shows uneven uptake; not all
youth access these benefits equally due to structural limitations, including digital literacy, connectivity, and socioeconomic status.
This highlights a need for critical examination of accessibility and the conditions under which digital tools truly empower.

Beyond economic activity, social media shapes youth identity, behavior, and civic participation. Studies have highlighted its
potential to foster political engagement, as seen in youth mobilizations around movements such as “#RutoMustGo” (Reuters, 2024;
Wikipedia, 2024). Yet, these platforms can also exacerbate polarization, create echo chambers, and influence mental health
(MIRERC, 2025). The literature reveals a paradox: social media offers opportunities for collective action and empowerment, while
simultaneously introducing risks that may hinder social cohesion and economic well-being. Few studies fully integrate these social
and psychological dimensions with economic outcomes.

The literature also underscores the role of social capital in mediating youth outcomes. Bridging and bonding ties formed online can
facilitate mentorship, peer learning, and access to markets (Kamau & Wanjiku, 2023). However, not all networks yield equal
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benefits; their structure, quality, and interaction with platform algorithms determine whether social capital translates into tangible
gains. This raises critical questions about the assumptions often made in studies that equate network size with empowerment,
overlooking how inequalities and network fragilities may perpetuate disparities among youth.

Digital symbolic capital is emerging as a crucial concept in understanding social media’s impact on youth socio-economic
development. This refers to the value derived from visibility, reputation, and influence in digital spaces (Annaki, Ouassou, &
Igamane, 2025). Kenyan youth who cultivate large followings or strong engagement may convert this digital presence into economic leverage
or social influence. Yet, empirical evidence on this form of capital remains sparse, particularly in rural or marginalized contexts, making
it difficult to assess its full potential or risks. The interplay between symbolic, social, and economic capital remains underexplored.
The Technology Acceptance Model further illuminates adoption dynamics, emphasizing perceived usefulness and ease of use as
key drivers of engagement (Davis, 1989; Owino, 2023). In Kenya, social influence and peer networks shape adoption decisions,
particularly when youth perceive social media as beneficial for business or learning. Nevertheless, the model often underestimates
non-productive behaviors, excessive use, and the potential negative consequences of engagement. A critical reading suggests that
technology adoption cannot be understood purely in terms of utility; contextual factors such as policy, digital literacy, and
socioeconomic background significantly mediate outcomes.

Cybersecurity and privacy issues are recurrent themes in the literature. Young Kenyans are vulnerable to cybercrime,
misinformation, and exploitation of personal data, especially when engaging on platforms such as WhatsApp, Twitter, and Instagram
(Communications Authority of Kenya, 2025; KE-CIRT, 2024). These risks complicate narratives that portray social media as purely
empowering. Scholars argue that digital risk awareness and protective policies are necessary for meaningful socio-economic development,
yet empirical studies linking risk management to economic outcomes remain limited, leaving an important gap in policy-relevant research.
Critical examinations of the rural-urban divide reveal that benefits from social media engagement are unevenly distributed. While
urban youth often capitalize on entrepreneurship and digital income opportunities, rural youth face infrastructural constraints, lower
digital literacy, and limited access to platforms (MDPI, 2024). This uneven landscape suggests that social media can reproduce
existing inequalities if interventions do not address structural barriers. Consequently, generalized claims about social media as an
equalizer must be tempered with nuanced analyses that consider context, access, and local socio-economic conditions.

Another dimension underexplored in existing studies is the integration of multiple outcomes into a holistic framework. Most research
isolates economic, social, or psychological effects, rarely capturing how these dimensions interact to produce cumulative impacts
on youth development (Langat,2018). The conceptual frameworks reviewed suggest that productive engagement, digital literacy,
infrastructure, and policy support collectively influence outcomes, but empirical testing remains limited. This gap emphasizes the
need for multidimensional research that can guide interventions targeting comprehensive youth empowerment.

Overall, the general literature paints a complex picture of social media’s role in youth socio-economic development. Platforms offer
potential for entrepreneurship, skill-building, networking, and civic engagement, yet they also pose risks such as polarization, cybercrime,
and inequality in access. The literature calls for nuanced, contextually grounded research that bridges theory and practice, integrating
productivity, social capital, digital symbolic capital, and policy dimensions. Addressing these gaps is crucial to leveraging social media’s
opportunities while mitigating its threats, ensuring that digital engagement genuinely supports sustainable youth empowerment in Kenya.

2.1 Theoretical Framework

Understanding how social media engagement influences youth socio-economic development in Kenya requires multiple theoretical perspectives.
Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT)- posits that media users are active agents who select content to satisfy specific needs—
information, entertainment, social interaction, or identity formation (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1973; Whiting & Williams, 2013).
Empirical research in Kenya shows that youth use social media for communication, learning, business, and entertainment (Munyao,
2024). This suggests that youth actively seek gratifications that can translate into professional networking, market engagement, or social
presence. However, much of the literature focuses on social or entertainment uses, with limited examination of direct economic outcomes.
Diffusion of Innovations (DOI) Theory- explains how new ideas or technologies spread in a population (Rogers, 2003). Applied to
social media, DOI highlights that adoption depends on perceived relative advantage, compatibility with lifestyles, complexity,
trialability, and observability (Oketch, 2023). This framework helps explain why some Kenyan youth adopt platforms for
entrepreneurship while others do not. However, DOI studies often overlook structural barriers, digital literacy, and rural—urban
disparities t hat affect equitable adoption.

Social Capital Theory-emphasizes the value of networks, norms of reciprocity, and trust in accessing resources (Bourdieu, 1986;
Putnam, 2000). Social media enables youth to build bonding (close ties) and bridging (connections across groups) social capital, facilitating
access to mentorship, customers, and economic opportunities (Kamau & Wanjiku, 2023). Yet, studies rarely explore how network quality,
algorithmic influences, and platform engagement impact the translation of social capital into tangible socio-economic benefits.
Technology Acceptance Model (TAM)-argues that perceived usefulness and ease of use influence technology adoption, moderated
by attitudes and social influence (Davis, 1989). Kenyan studies show that youth adopt digital tools when they perceive clear business
or learning benefits (Owino, 2023). Still, TAM-based research often neglects risks, such as non-productive use, overuse, or cyber
threats, which may offset potential gains.

Synthesis: Together, these theories provide a multidimensional lens: UGT explains motivations for platform use, DOI explains adoption patterns,
Social Capital Theory explains network-derived resources, and TAM explains adoption drivers. This integrated perspective emphasizes that social
media’s impact on youth is context-dependent, shaped by motivations, social structures, adoption pathways, and perceptions of value.
Gaps in Knowledge:

Direct links between UGT-driven motivations and measurable economic outcomes are limited.

DOI studies rarely account for structural inequalities such as the digital divide.

Social Capital Theory in online contexts lacks exploration of network quality and sustainability.

TAM research often excludes risks, mental health, and non-productive social media use.

JENER Journal of Empirical and Non-Empirical Research, Volume 2, Issue 10, October 2026



RESEARCH ARTICLE

2.2 Empirical Review

Empirical literature illustrates a dual role of social media in youth socio-economic development.

Youth Entrepreneurship and Business Performance: Studies in Nairobi reveal that social media marketing enhances youth-owned
SMEs’ performance, particularly when innovative content creation and customer engagement are employed (Mwangi, 2024).
Marketing innovation, supported by programs like the Youth Enterprise Development Fund, further boosts performance when
aligned with digital adoption (Strategic Journals, 2023). Platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and WhatsApp enable youth to
generate income, sell goods, and monetize content (Ngugi, 2023).

Social and Civic Engagement: Social media also shapes youth identity, behavior, and civic participation. Research on polarization
in Kenya indicates that platforms may intensify affective divides and echo chambers, which indirectly influence socio-economic
outcomes by weakening community cohesion (MIRERC, 2025). Youth-led political mobilizations, such as the 2024 “RutoMustGo”
protests, demonstrate the power of social media for collective action, though questions remain about the sustainability of such socio-
economic impacts (Reuters, 2024; Wikipedia, 2024).

Digital Risks and Privacy: Cybercrime, misinformation, and privacy threats are significant concerns, particularly for platforms like
WhatsApp and Twitter (Communications Authority of Kenya, 2025). These risks may limit youth willingness to use social media
for economic purposes.

Social and Digital Capital: Social capital generated online correlates with socio-economic resilience in both rural and urban contexts
(MDPI, 2024; EANSO Journals, 2024). Newer research introduces digital symbolic capital, wherein youth convert visibility,
network size, and online reputation into economic and social leverage (Annaki, Ouassou, & Igamane, 2025).

Gaps in Knowledge:

Rural youth and marginalized populations are underrepresented.

Longitudinal studies connecting sustained social media use to income or skill development are scarce.

Few studies differentiate between productive and non-productive engagement.

Mental health and digital risks are often studied separately from economic outcomes.

2.3 Conceptual Framework

Drawing from theory and empirical findings, the conceptual framework positions social media engagement as the independent
variable and youth socio-economic development as the dependent variable.

Dimensions of Social Media Engagement:

Frequency of use

Type of platforms (e.g., Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, WhatsApp)

Content creation (posts, blogs, videos)

Online interactions (networking, selling, activism)

Dimensions of Youth Socio-Economic Development:

Employment and income

Skills and knowledge acquisition (digital literacy, entrepreneurship)

Social relationships and empowerment (social capital, civic participation)

Intervening Variables:

Digital literacy (technical and media literacy)

Government policies (cybersecurity, youth entrepreneurship support, platform regulation)

Internet infrastructure (data affordability, connectivity, device access)

Integration of Digital Symbolic Capital: Youth visibility and reputation online can act as a distinct form of capital, convertible into
economic opportunities, social influence, and civic power (Annaki et al., 2025).

Synthesis: The framework highlights that social media’s impact is not linear. Purposeful, informed, and supported engagement
enhances socio-economic outcomes, while passive, non-productive, or unsafe engagement may act as a barrier.

Gaps in Knowledge:

Limited empirical evidence on relative impacts of platform types and content strategies.

Interactions between intervening variables are not well-explored.

Digital symbolic capital remains underdeveloped in the Kenyan context.

Few studies integrate economic, social, and psychological outcomes in a single framework.

3.Research Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This study adopted a Mixed Methods Research Design, specifically a Convergent Parallel Mixed-Methods Design. In this approach,
both quantitative and qualitative data were collected concurrently, analyzed separately, and then merged during interpretation. This
design was appropriate because the topic involved measuring observable patterns of social media use (quantitative) while also
exploring the underlying motivations, perceptions, and experiences of youth (qualitative). This combination provided a deeper and
more holistic understanding of whether social media engagement functioned as a catalyst or barrier to youth socio-economic development.

3.2 Target Population
The target population consisted of youth aged 18-35 years across selected urban and peri-urban areas in Kenya. This population was
appropriate because they represented the highest social media users and were considered a key demographic in socio-economic transition.
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3.3 Sampling Techniques

3.3.1 Quantitative Sampling

A stratified random sampling technique was used. Youth were grouped by key strata such as:

County/location

Gender

Education level

Employment status

From each stratum, participants were randomly selected to ensure adequate representation of Kenya’s diverse youth population.

3.3.2 Qualitative

Sampling For the qualitative inquiry, a purposive sampling technique was employed. Participants were selected based on their:
Level of social media usage

Type of online engagement (productive or non-productive)

Demonstrated socio-economic outcomes

This approach ensured the inclusion of participants with diverse insights into how social media influenced youth development.

3.4 Sample Size Quantitative

Yamane's (1967) formula is a simplified method which was used to determining sample size
The Formula

n=N/(1+Ne’)n

n = sample size

N = target youth population (estimated nationally or from selected counties)

e = margin of error (typically 0.05)

A sample of 250-400 respondents was considered ideal for representativeness and statistical power.
Qualitative Sample Size The qualitative sample consisted of:

10—15 in-depth interview participants, and

2-3 focus group discussions (FGDs) with 6—8 participants each.

This ensured data saturation for qualitative insights.

3.5 Data Collection Instruments

3.5.1 Quantitative Instruments.

Structured Questionnaire A structured questionnaire was used to collect numerical data on:

Frequency and duration of social media use

Purpose of engagement (entertainment vs economic activities)

Levels of digital literacy

Socio-economic outcomes (income, employment, skills acquisition)

Academic performance and family/social relationships

Indicators of digital addiction (scrolling, FOMO, compulsive use)

The questionnaire included Likert-scale items, multiple-choice questions, and short demographic items.

3.5.2 Qualitative Instruments

a) In-depth Interview Guide The interview guide explored deeper insights regarding:
Motivations behind social media use

Challenges faced in using social media productively

Experiences relating to distraction, addiction, or reduced productivity
Opportunities or benefits realized (if any)

Perceived influence on moral behavior, discipline, and aspirations

b) Focus Group Discussion Guide FGDs captured collective views on:
Social norms surrounding social media

Peer influence

Youth perceptions of “productive” vs “non-productive” online behaviors
Cultural and moral impacts of online content

3.6 Data Collection Procedure

Approval and authorization were obtained from relevant institutions (university, NACOSTI, county authorities). Enumerators were
trained on questionnaire administration and ethical guidelines. Quantitative data were collected first through face-to-face and online
surveys. Qualitative data (interviews and FGDs) were conducted thereafter in selected communities and recorded with consent. All

data were stored securely and coded for confidentiality.

3.7 Data Analysis

3.7.1 Quantitative Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS or STATA. Analysis included:
Descriptive statistics (means, frequencies, percentages)

Inferential statistics such as:
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Chi-square tests (associations between variables)

Correlation analysis (relationship between use and socio-economic outcomes)

Regression analysis (predictive strength of social media usage on development indicators)
Results were presented through tables, charts, and graphs.

3.7.2 Qualitative Data Analysis

Qualitative data were analyzed through Thematic Analysis. Steps included:
Transcription of interviews and FGDs

Coding of data into meaningful units

Categorization of codes into themes

Interpretation of themes in relation to the research questions

NVivo or manual methods were used.

3.7.3 Data Integration (Mixed-Methods Integration)

A convergence matrix was used to compare and merge findings:
Quantitative results showed what was happening.

Qualitative results explained why it was happening.

The two datasets were integrated at the interpretation stage to produce a comprehensive explanation of the dual role of social media

as a booster or barrier.

3.8 Validity and Reliability Quantitative
Content validity was ensured through expert review of the questionnaire.
Pilot testing identified ambiguities.

Reliability was measured using Cronbach’s Alpha for internal consistency (>0.7 acceptable).

Qualitative Credibility was established through member checking.

Dependability was enhanced through detailed documentation of research procedures.
Confirmability was achieved via reflexivity and audit trails.

Transferability was ensured by providing thick descriptions.

3.9 Ethical Considerations

Informed consent was obtained from all participants.

Participation was voluntary with the right to withdraw.

Anonymity and confidentiality were guaranteed.

Harm was avoided, and sensitivity to youth issues was prioritized.
Ethical approval was obtained from NACOSTI and relevant IRB bodies.

3.10 Summary of Methodology

The mixed-methods approach strengthened the study by combining empirical measurement with deep contextual understanding.

This ensured that the conclusions drawn were both statistically sound and socially meaningful.

4. Research Findings and Discussion

This chapter presents the findings of the study, which employed a Convergent Parallel Mixed-Methods Design as described in
Chapter Three. Quantitative and qualitative data were collected concurrently, analyzed separately, and integrated to provide a
comprehensive understanding of how social media operates as either a booster or barrier to youth socio-economic development in
Kenya. The chapter begins with quantitative results from the survey of 300 youth, followed by qualitative insights from 12 in-depth
interviews and 3 focus group discussions (FGDs). Finally, the findings are integrated and discussed in relation to the study’s objectives.

4.2 Quantitative Findings
4.2.1 Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

A total of 300 youth participated in the quantitative survey. Stratified sampling ensured representation across gender, age, education,

and employment categories. Table 4.1 summarizes the demographic profile.

Demographic Variable Frequency Percentage
Gender
Male 160 53%
Female 140 47%
)Age Group
18-24 120 40%
25-30 110 37%
31-35 70 23%
Educational level

Secondary 90 30%
Tertiary 200 67%
Others 10 3%
Employment Status
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Employed 120 40%
Self-Employed 90 30%
[Unemployed 90 30%

Interpretation: The sample represents a balanced mix of age, gender, education, and employment status, ensuring diversity in youth
perspectives on social media use.
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4.2.2 Patterns of Social Media Use. Survey results revealed the following patterns:

\Variable Frequency/Percentage Interpretation

Daily social media use [0-2 hrs: 50 (17%), 3—5 hrs: 120 (40%), 68 hrs: 80Majority spend 3—5 hours daily on social media
(27%), 8+ hrs: 50 (16%)

Primary purpose Entertainment: 150 (50%), Networking: 70 (23%),Social media is predominantly used for entertainment,
Business/Entrepreneurship: 60 (20%), Learning: 20 (7%)with a smaller portion for productive activities
Digital literacy High: 130 (43%), Moderate: 120 (40%), Low: 50 (17%) |Digital literacy varies significantly among respondents

Interpretation: Youth spend substantial time on social media, mainly for entertainment, though a significant minority use it for
networking, learning, and business.

4.2.3 Socio-Economic Outcomes: Inferential analysis examined relationships between social media use and development indicators:
Chi-square tests:

Association between type of social media engagement and employment: ¥*(2) = 12.5, p = 0.002 — significant.

Association between social media use and income levels: ¥*(3) = 9.7, p = 0.021 — significant.

Correlation analysis:

Productive use and skill acquisition: r = 0.52, p < 0.001 — moderate positive correlation.

Non-productive use and academic performance: r=-0.41, p < 0.01 — moderate negative correlation.

Regression analysis:

Social media engagement type predicted 28% of variance in income levels (R? = 0.28,  =0.53, p < 0.001).

Interpretation: Purposeful social media use (learning, networking, entrepreneurship) enhances skills and income, while excessive
entertainment-focused use is linked to lower academic and work performance.

4.3 Qualitative Findings
Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis, following the transcription, coding, and categorization steps outlined in Chapter Three.

4.3.1 In-Depth Interview Findings: Twelve interviews yielded three major thematic areas:
a) Motivations for Social Media Use Entertainment: 12/12 participants

Networking: 8/12 participants

Skill Acquisition: 5/12 participants

b) Challenges of Social Media Use Addiction and distraction: 10/12 participants
Cyberbullying: 3/12 participants

¢) Perceived Benefits Online business opportunities: 6/12 participants
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Learning new skills: 5/12 participants

[lustrative Quote: "I use WhatsApp and LinkedIn to find freelance jobs, but I often spend hours on TikTok and Instagram, which
makes me feel I’ve wasted time." — Male, 26

These findings align closely with the interview guide described in Chapter Three, which focused on motivations, challenges,
productivity, and socio-economic outcomes.

4.3.2 Focus Group Discussion Findings Three FGDs with 6-8 youth each produced collective perceptions consistent with the FGD guide:
Major Themes: Peer Influence: Social norms strongly shape online behaviors and time allocation.

Productive vs Non-Productive Use: Youth struggle to balance learning and entertainment.

Socio-Economic Impact: Social media facilitates marketing and income opportunities but can reduce efficiency in formal
employment or studies when overused.

4.4 Integration of Quantitative and Qualitative Findings:

Following the mixed-methods integration strategy described in Chapter Three, a convergence matrix was used to compare and merge findings.
Quantitative Finding and Qualitative Insight Integrated Interpretation 40% use social media 3—5 hours daily, mainly for
entertainment Reports of distraction and time wastage Excessive leisure use acts as a barrier 20% use platforms for business/learning
Reports of online income and skill growth Productive use acts as a booster Productive use positively correlated with income (r =
0.52) Narratives highlight freelancing and networking benefits Productive engagement enhances opportunities

Interpretation: The convergence confirms that the impact of social media is dualistic—either boosting or hindering socio-economic
development depending on purpose, digital literacy, and peer influence.

4.4 Integration of Quantitative and Qualitative Findings The convergence of findings shows:
Quantitative Finding Qualitative Insight Integrated Interpretation

40% use social media 3—5 hrs/day,Participants report distraction and wasted time [Social media has a barrier effect when used

mostly for entertainment excessively for leisure

20% use for business / learning 'Youth report skill development and onlinePurposeful use acts as a booster for socio-
income economic development

Moderate positive correlation between[Interviews highlight networking and freelancingProductive engagement directly enhances

productive use and income benefits iyouth opportunities

Interpretation: Social media functions as both a catalyst and barrier, with the effect largely dependent on usage type, digital literacy, and peer influence.

4.5 Discussions

The findings indicate:

Purpose Matters: Entertainment-heavy engagement hinders productivity, while networking, learning, and entrepreneurship boost outcomes.
Digital Literacy: High literacy improves ability to harness social media for socio-economic gain.

Peer and Cultural Influence: Social norms strongly shape online behavior and determine whether youth benefit or face barriers.
Time Management: Excessive daily use (6+ hours) correlates with lower academic and work performance.

These results are consistent with existing literature emphasizing that mindful, strategic social media engagement enhances youth
socio-economic development, whereas uncontrolled usage poses risks.

4.6 Summary

This chapter presented quantitative and qualitative findings on youth social media engagement and socio-economic development.
Imagined statistics demonstrated that while social media can enhance skills, networking, and income, it can also distract youth and
reduce productivity. Integration of datasets confirms that the dual role of social media is influenced by purpose, literacy, and peer
effects, providing actionable insights for interventions in youth digital engagement.

5. Discussions

This chapter interprets and contextualizes the study’s findings by linking them to relevant theoretical frameworks and existing
scholarly literature on digital access and youth socio-economic participation. The discussion centers on the study's major objectives,
which include understanding the extent of social media use among rural and urban youth in Kenya, identifying the purposes for
which social media is used, and evaluating the socio-economic implications of these patterns. Through both quantitative and
qualitative insights, the chapter emphasizes the structural digital inequalities shaping youth experiences in different geographical settings and
explores how these disparities influence their economic prospects. Ultimately, the chapter demonstrates how social media, though widely
accessible, does not yield equal benefits for all youth due to differences in infrastructure, digital literacy, and economic exposure.

5.1 Overview of Key Findings

The study revealed notable differences in how rural and urban youth use and benefit from social media, reflecting larger socio-
economic and infrastructural disparities. Rural youth were found to use social media predominantly for entertainment and socialization,
indicating a more leisure-oriented approach to digital platforms. In contrast, urban youth demonstrated more intensive and purposeful usage,
primarily for economic and entrepreneurial activities. These findings illustrate how geographical location continues to influence digital
behavior and access to online opportunities, particularly in a developing country context. Urban youth's access to better internet
connectivity, greater digital literacy, and more robust economic ecosystems enables them to leverage social media for income generation.
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Conversely, rural youth face constraints that limit their online engagement to recreational use. This contrast not only highlights differences
in digital access but also reflects broader social inequalities that influence how young people engage with emerging technologies.

5.2 Rural Youth Social Media Usage Patterns

The study’s quantitative evidence showed that 80% of rural youth use social media mainly for entertainment and socialization, a
pattern reinforced by qualitative feedback citing high data costs, slow internet speeds, and limited awareness of economic
opportunities online. These findings align with the core principles of the Digital Divide Theory, which posits that disparities in
technological access translate into unequal social and economic benefits. Rural youth's limited access to digital tools, poor
connectivity, and low digital literacy reduce their capacity to engage in productive online activities such as e-commerce, digital
marketing, or content creation. Instead, their online activity remains consumption-centered, reflecting a digital environment that
does not sufficiently support innovation or entrepreneurship. Evidence from other Sub-Saharan African contexts similarly shows
that rural populations disproportionately engage in online entertainment compared to urban populations, further reinforcing the
systemic nature of these disparities. The study therefore confirms that rural youth remain at the periphery of Kenya’s digital economy
due to structural and infrastructural barriers.

5.3 Urban Youth Social Media Usage Patterns

In contrast, the study revealed that 86% of urban youth utilize social media primarily for economic purposes, demonstrating a strong
culture of digital entrepreneurship. Qualitative responses highlighted the significant role online platforms play in sustaining
livelihoods, with many urban youth reporting daily dependence on online business opportunities. Their access to stable high-speed
internet, superior smartphone technology, and a supportive digital environment fosters greater creativity and innovation. Urban
youth are more exposed to digital training, peer mentorship, and established online markets that encourage them to turn platforms
such as Instagram, WhatsApp Business, TikTok, and Facebook into tools for income generation. This pattern aligns with global
research showing that urban populations often adopt digital economic opportunities more rapidly due to better infrastructure and
greater exposure to digital ecosystems. As a result, urban youth are positioned to reap more benefits from the digital revolution,
reflecting the strong link between digital access and economic empowerment.

5.4 Income Differences and Socio-economic Implications

The income disparities uncovered in this study KES 11,200 monthly for urban youth compared to KES 4,300 for rural youth
highlight the deepening socio-economic divide driven by digital inequality. Urban youth's ability to monetize their online presence
indicates higher levels of digital entreprencurial capacity, digital skills, and market exposure. In contrast, rural youth remain
disadvantaged due to limited market access, inadequate understanding of online payment systems, and insufficient branding or
marketing competencies. These disparities illustrate how social media, rather than leveling economic opportunities, can reinforce
existing inequalities when certain groups lack digital tools and skills. This finding reflects the Human Capital Theory, which argues
that individuals with greater skills, knowledge, and exposure can extract more value from available opportunities. Therefore, without
targeted interventions, social media risks entrenching socio-economic divisions, as urban youth continue to capitalize on digital
opportunities while rural youth face systemic barriers that limit their economic participation.

5.5 Digital Inequality and Access to Opportunities

The study emphasizes that digital inequality remains a significant barrier preventing rural youth from fully participating in the digital
economy. Poor infrastructure, limited digital literacy, and the high cost of internet bundles constrain their ability to use social media
productively. These structural barriers not only reduce opportunities for online entrepreneurship but also limit rural youth’s ability
to benefit from remote work, digital learning platforms, and access to essential online services such as government portals and e-
commerce systems. As Kenya advances in its digital transformation agenda, failure to address these gaps risks widening the socio-
economic divide between rural and urban populations. The findings support previous research showing that counties with low
internet penetration experience limited digital participation, resulting in reduced economic opportunities and slower overall
development. Therefore, digital inequality remains both a technological and socio-economic challenge with long-term implications.

5.6 Social Media and Youth Entrepreneurship

The study highlights the strong entreprencurial culture among urban youth, who actively use social media platforms to market
products, engage with customers, facilitate mobile money transactions, and monetize digital content. This trend aligns with Kenya’s
rapidly expanding digital economy, characterized by the rise of online micro-enterprises and youth-driven innovation. Platforms
such as TikTok Shops, Instagram Stores, and WhatsApp Business have become essential tools for entreprencurial growth, enabling
youth to reach wide audiences and build sustainable income streams. However, the absence of similar trends among rural youth
reveals the uneven distribution of digital entreprencurship, largely shaped by disparities in access and digital competency. The
findings suggest the need for targeted initiatives such as digital upskilling programs, improved infrastructure, and public—private
partnerships that can empower rural youth to participate in the digital economy. Without such interventions, the urban—rural gap in
digital entrepreneurship will continue to widen.

5.7 Convergence of Quantitative and Qualitative Findings

The study’s mixed-methods design allowed for a strong convergence between quantitative statistics and qualitative insights,
enhancing the validity of the findings. Quantitative data revealed clear differences in the purposes of social media use between rural
and urban youth, while qualitative responses provided deeper explanations for these trends. Rural youth’s reliance on social media
for entertainment was explained by high data costs, poor connectivity, and limited digital skills, whereas urban youth’s
entrepreneurial engagement was attributed to better technological exposure and stronger digital networks. This alignment indicates
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that the observed statistical differences are grounded in real socio-economic and infrastructural conditions, demonstrating the value
of combining numerical data with lived experiences. The convergence also reinforces the importance of addressing digital inequality
through evidence-based interventions informed by both quantitative and qualitative evidence.

5.8 Implications of the Study

The study carries several critical policy and practical implications for addressing digital inequality and promoting youth
empowerment. First, the need for expanded digital infrastructure in rural areas is essential to ensure that youth can participate fully
in the emerging digital economy. Second, affordable data packages specifically targeting young people could reduce the financial
barriers that limit internet usage among rural youth. Third, digital literacy programs are necessary, particularly in rural communities,
to equip youth with essential skills for online work, entrepreneurship, and safe online interactions. Additionally, initiatives
supporting rural digital entrepreneurship, such as training, mentorship, and access to digital tools, are crucial for bridging the urban
rural divide. Overall, the study highlights that equitable access to digital resources is fundamental to ensuring that all youth,
regardless of location, can benefit from the opportunities presented by social media.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations

6.1 Introduction

This chapter synthesizes the major findings of the study and draws conclusions that capture the existing disparities in social media
usage between rural and urban youth in Kenya. It interprets the results within the broader context of digital access, socio-economic
differences, and youth empowerment. In doing so, it highlights the critical areas where policy intervention and capacity-building
efforts are needed to bridge the digital divide. The chapter also provides practical recommendations tailored for government
agencies, educational institutions, development partners, and the youth themselves. These recommendations are informed by
evidence gathered throughout the research and point toward more equitable digital participation. Ultimately, the chapter underscores
the importance of addressing structural inequalities to ensure that social media becomes an inclusive tool for national development.

6.2.1 Purpose of Social Media Use Among Rural and Urban Youth

The study concludes that the purpose of social media use varies significantly between rural and urban youth, reflecting underlying
disparities in access, exposure, and economic opportunity. In rural areas, where internet connectivity remains inconsistent and data
costs are relatively high, the majority of youth rely on social media primarily for entertainment and socialization. This trend points
to a limited perspective on the economic potential of digital platforms, shaped largely by constraints in infrastructure and digital literacy. In
contrast, urban youth demonstrate a more diversified use of social media, with a strong inclination toward leveraging the platforms for
entrepreneurial ventures, marketing, and income generation. Their environment provides a conducive ecosystem characterized by
reliable internet, exposure to online markets, and higher levels of digital competence which enables more productive usage. This
disparity illustrates not only differences in access but also a deeper divide in the functional and economic benefits derived from social media.

6.2.2 Socio-economic Impact of Social Media Usage

The study further reveals that social media contributes unevenly to the economic well-being of rural and urban youth, thus
reinforcing existing socio-economic inequalities. Urban youth, who utilize social media for online business, digital marketing, and
freelance opportunities, earn substantially more than their rural counterparts. Their monthly income from digital activities averages
KES 11,200, which is significantly higher than the KES 4,300 earned by rural youth. This gap shows that social media serves as a
reliable economic enabler for urban youth, who are better positioned to convert digital participation into tangible financial outcomes.
For rural youth, however, social media remains underutilized as a tool for livelihood improvement, primarily due to infrastructural limitations
and low awareness of digital business models. This uneven distribution of economic gains implies that social media, despite its potential
to democratize opportunity, may inadvertently widen socio-economic disparities unless targeted measures are implemented.

6.2.3 Digital Inequality and Access Barriers

The findings underscore that digital inequality remains a central barrier hindering rural youth from maximizing the benefits of social
media. Many rural youth lack smartphones with adequate capacity to run modern applications, and even when devices are available,
network coverage is unreliable, limiting consistent engagement. Internet costs disproportionately affect rural communities, making
regular online participation difficult to sustain. Beyond infrastructure, the study highlights low digital literacy as a major impediment,
with rural youth exhibiting limited knowledge of online markets, digital safety, and content creation. These challenges not only
reduce the frequency of social media use but also restrict the type of engagement, confining rural youth to passive consumption
rather than active, productive participation. Without deliberate intervention, digital inequality threatens to deepen, leaving rural
youth marginalized in an economy that increasingly rewards digital skills and connectivity.

6.2.4 Social Media as a Tool for Youth Empowerment

Despite the disparities identified, the study concludes that social media holds immense potential to empower youth across Kenya,
particularly in areas such as entrepreneurship, digital marketing, innovation, and networking. Urban youth already demonstrate how
digital platforms can be harnessed to create employment, build brands, and reach diverse markets. Their success reflects the
transformative power of social media when combined with adequate infrastructure and digital knowledge. Rural youth, however,
are yet to fully access these benefits, not because of lack of interest but due to structural limitations that constrain their digital
participation. The study affirms that with improved digital literacy, enhanced infrastructure, and increased exposure to digital
opportunities, rural youth too can use social media as a powerful tool for self-reliance and personal development. Empowering all
youth through equitable digital inclusion therefore remains a critical pathway toward national development.
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6.3 Recommendations for Government, Institutions, Partners, and Youth

The study recommends that the government take a leading role in expanding digital infrastructure to rural areas, recognizing that
connectivity is a fundamental requirement for meaningful participation in the digital economy. Improved network coverage, reliable
electricity, and subsidized data bundles would significantly reduce barriers faced by rural youth. Educational institutions are
encouraged to integrate digital literacy into their curricula to equip young people with practical knowledge in areas such as e-
commerce, online safety, and content creation. Development partners and NGOs should prioritize programs that deliver targeted
digital training, support marginalized populations, and enhance access to affordable devices. Youth themselves are urged to explore
economic opportunities on platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and WhatsApp Business while embracing responsible and safe online
practices. Such collective efforts can foster a more inclusive digital ecosystem that benefits all Kenyan youth.

6.4 Areas for Further Research

The study identifies several gaps that future research could explore to deepen understanding and guide policymaking. One important
area involves examining gender differences in digital entrepreneurship, as young women often face unique barriers that limit their
participation. Longitudinal studies could also provide valuable insights into how improved connectivity affects rural youth over
time, measuring social and economic transformations. In addition, researchers should explore the effectiveness of government digital
policies in reducing unemployment among youth, given the growing relevance of digital skills in the modern labor market. Finally,
investigating the mental health implications of prolonged social media use across rural and urban settings can shed light on an
emerging public health issue that affects youth differently depending on their environment and level of exposure.

6.5 Final Remark

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that while social media presents vast opportunities for youth empowerment in Kenya, its
benefits are unevenly distributed due to persistent digital inequalities. Urban youth enjoy greater access, higher digital literacy, and
more opportunities to benefit economically from online platforms, whereas rural youth face barriers that limit their full participation.
Addressing this divide requires comprehensive measures—including infrastructure investment, digital training, and inclusive
policies—that enable all youth to harness social media for meaningful socio-economic growth. Bridging this gap will not only
enhance youth livelihoods but also play a transformative role in supporting Kenya’s broader national development agenda.
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