
 
 

What this research is about 
Digital financial services refer to a broad range of 
financial services which can be delivered and accessed 
through digital means. Mobile phones are seen as an 
important way to reach people who do not have 
access to traditional banking services in developing 
countries. Financial services through mobile phones, 
also called mobile money services, are convenient for 
marginalised people, including those who live in rural 
areas. They also reduce the costs of banking for 
people with low incomes. In Kenya, the use of mobile 
money services is widely celebrated as more people 
can access financial services that meet their needs.  

At the same time, people can easily take out loans in 
the form of digital credit to gamble. Gambling is 
popular in Kenya where youths and adults are often 
not able to secure employment opportunities. Many 
Kenyans see gambling as a good way to earn an 
income. Gambling digitally or online, especially via 
mobile phone, is risky as it allows people to gamble at 
any time and anywhere. People may develop problem 
gambling which can lead to harms, such as debts and 
relationship breakdowns. In this study, the 
researchers explored the impact of gambling on 
people who reported taking out digital credit through 
their mobile phones in Kenya. 

What the researchers did 
The researchers used data from a survey on digital 
credit in Kenya. The survey occurred in 2017 and 
recruited 3,130 participants aged 16 and older. All 
participants were mobile phone users. The 
researchers focused on 1,040 participants who had 
taken out loans via their phones before. About 29% of 
the participants reported gambling.  

The researchers examined three outcomes: 

(1) Financial distress: (1) whether participants had 
ever been late in repaying a loan; (2) whether 
participants had ever received an SMS from a 
lender about repaying an overdue balance; and 
(3) whether participants had multiple loans for 
which they could not make all the payments. 

(2) Coping strategies that undermine one’s welfare: 
(1) whether participants had sold their assets or 
belongings to repay their loans; and (2) whether 
participants borrowed to repay their loans. 

(3) Poor welfare outcomes: (1) whether and how 
often participants or their family had gone 
without food in the past 12 months; and (2) 
whether and how often participants or their 

What you need to know 
The use of mobile phones to access financial 
services is celebrated for improving people’s lives 
in Kenya. At the same time, it is easy for people to 
take out loans in the form of digital credit to 
gamble. Gambling digitally is risky and can lead to 
harms. In this study, the researchers explored the 
impact of gambling on people who had taken out 
loans via their phones. Of the 1,040 participants, 
29% reported gambling. The results showed that 
people who gambled were more likely to have 
financial distress, including being late in repaying a 
loan and having multiple loans for which they 
could not make all payments. They were also more 
likely to use poor coping strategies (selling their 
assets or belongings to repay their loans) and have 
poor welfare (going without food). These results 
were upheld regardless of income, age, gender, 
education, and residence in urban or rural areas. 
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family had gone without medicine or medical 
treatment in the past 12 months. 

The researchers compared participants who gambled 
to those who did not gamble. They took into 
consideration participants’ sociodemographic factors. 
These included age, gender, education, income, and 
location (living in rural or urban areas).   

What the researchers found 
Of the 1,040 participants who used digital credit, 55% 
were men and 51% lived in rural areas. About 28% 
had primary or no formal education. Almost half 
(46%) had secondary education, and 26% had higher 
education. Most participants (69%) were between 26 
and 45 years old. The majority had low incomes. Over 
half (59%) earned 10,000 shillings or less per month, 
and 22% earned between 10,001–20,000 shillings.  

About 39% of men and 20% of women reported 
gambling. Gambling occurred in all income and age 
groups. It was also common among people with 
higher education. Many participants reported 
financial distress, use of coping strategies that 
undermine their welfare, and poor welfare outcomes. 
This was especially so for people who gambled. For 
example, 54% of people who gambled had been late 
in repaying a loan as compared to 45% of those who 
did not gamble.  

Even after accounting for income, age, gender, 
education, and location, people who gambled were 
still more likely to report financial distress, use of 
coping strategies that undermine their welfare, and 
poor welfare outcomes. People who gambled were 
almost 1.5 times more likely to have been late in 
repaying a loan and to have received an SMS from a 
lender about late payment. They were almost 2 times 
more likely to have multiple loans that they could not 
make all payments at the same time. People who 
gambled were almost 2.5 times more likely to have 
sold their assets or belongings to pay back their loans. 
They were 1.5 times more likely to have gone without 
food in the past 12 months. The two groups did not 
differ in terms of borrowing to repay loan and going 
without medicine. 

How you can use this research 

This study suggests a need for educating the public in 
Kenya about the possible harms from gambling. More 
research is still needed to understand the link 
between digital financial services and the welfare of 
people who gamble.  
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About Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 
Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) has partnered 
with the Knowledge Mobilization Unit at York 
University to produce Research Snapshots. GREO is an 
independent knowledge translation and exchange 
organization that aims to eliminate harm from 
gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-informed 
decision making in safer gambling policies, standards, 
and practices. The work we do is intended for 
researchers, policy makers, gambling regulators and 
operators, and treatment and prevention service 
providers.  

Learn more about GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca.  
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