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The “big four” financial instruments that Kenyans in the bottom 40% use and consider the
most are mobile money, informal groups (chamas), saving at home and borrowing from the
social network.1 Surprisingly, very little consideration has been given to borrowing from social
networks. Where it is, it is usually understood to be awkward at the least and cause conflict
and break relationships at worst – so as far as policymakers are concerned, it is a category to
be avoided.
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On the other hand, an analysis shows that there are
different types of “borrowing”. This is a term which can
also refer to the more specific case of asking in the context
of need, in which case this is a category of borrowing
that is not necessarily expected to be returned.2 So is it
just because these people do not have access to formal
services that these social networks are important or are
there dimensions of this borrowing that have an intrinsic
value?
Drawing on qualitative research carried out over the last
six years for Financial Sector Deepening (FSD) Kenya, I
argue that it is necessary to understand that reciprocity
and borrowing within social networks embody social
values that are important motivators. It is because mobile
money has lowered transactions costs in the context of
these social dynamics that it has become so successful. For many, this may seem self-evident, but its
implications are hugely important. It is the social dynamics that matter!
The findings from this research show that social networks for financial support through friends and
family respond to a wide range of circumstances. Asking for support from family members in situations of
emergencies is very common. Respondents who have asked for support from relatives normally say that
the situation forced them to ask and that they would only ask for help when in real need, as asking does
make them “feel bad”. Often, the help received from family members is not expected to be immediately or
personally returned. Indeed, this becomes a part of a long-term, often an inter-generational mechanism of an
open-ended reciprocity in which different family members help each other out whenever emergencies occur
and they are in a position to help.
Rachel, 24, lives in Mwamba with her three children, while her husband is employed in Thika. She
relies on her husband’s remittances and their farm produce. In the past, Rachel asked for help from
her mother, sister and brothers-in-law when they had medical emergencies and her husband was
unemployed. The support they received in the past was not to be returned. However, when Rachel’s
husband did get a job in Thika and his sister was having problems paying school fees, she saw the
opportunity for them to reciprocate the help they had received from other family members and said,
“He will support his sister just like he was supported”.
Indeed, supporting children in the (extended) family with school fees and related expenses is a very common
practice. In particular, this supporting relationship operates between aunts and uncles with their nephews
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and nieces, and between older and younger siblings as well. When probed, respondents may explain that the
recipient “will help us or somebody else” in future. This response underlines the open-ended aspect of the
reciprocity involved as well as its lack of specificity in terms of both time and to whom it will occur. After all,
whether the support will, in fact, be reciprocated depends on how the child succeeds in education and then in
developing his/her livelihood.
Occasionally, respondents who had helped relatives with school fees in the past reported that when the need
arose to fund their own children’s education and they were having difficulties, they were able to appeal to
those they had helped for support. These respondents would think, “now is the time to … get the benefit”.
Older siblings frequently see this provision as a means of supporting their parents and may express this as a
response to the way they have themselves been supported in the past. While there is an understanding that
any support is mutual and reciprocal, it is far from being instrumental.
Going beyond the family, this ability to assist others is not only indicative of both the ways in which mutual
support and generosity operate, but also underlines the ways in which development is recognised as a
collective rather than individual endeavour. In other words, investing in others in the community yields longterm value.
John lives in Kitui town, is 44, and married with four children; the youngest is a newborn baby and the
oldest son is in Form one. He has a business of supplying schools with maize and books. He owns three
taxis. In addition, he had bought a piece of land and is busy constructing rental houses on it. Every
month, John tries to save a few hundred shillings towards education expenses in his child savings
accounts which he had opened for each of his three older children. One of the other ways he had used
some of his funds was by purchasing three motorbikes which he sold to three of his friends who he
called “needy persons”. They paid daily instalments and he made an overall profit. He reported with
a clear sense of pride that one of these friends now owns three motorbikes, and another takes him to
lunch saying, “You made me be what I am”. In this way, John used his funds to ‘uplift’ his needy friends,
thereby building his relationships with them and opening new routes to future reciprocity.
However, this is not to say that interpersonal exchanges are necessarily problem-free, whether given for
emergencies or other reasons. As one man put it, pointing out the fine line between borrowing and being
asked to assist in the case of need, “If it’s requesting without paying back, it’s ok because you will forget, but
if it’s lending, it might not work as it can kill our relationship … It’s like a promise that is not fulfilled. Even
the desire to help dies”.
This research, therefore, reveals how reciprocal resource exchange builds relationships, mutual support,
reciprocity, and improvement, and that it is not motivated by a heavily instrumental view of reciprocity.
These dynamics create social value and we argue that it is when financial services are able to catalyse or create
the social value that they are most likely to find adoption.

This blog is the product of a research undertaken for FSD Kenya. Click here to see the related research
findings.
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