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After a year of studying in Cambridge, I was determined to spend my summer doing 
something practical and take part in a project in Africa. Having never travelled to Africa  
before, I jumped at the chance to travel to Kenya, immerse myself in the Kenyan culture, 
and take part in a 6 week social entrepreneurship programme with ‘Balloon Ventures’.  
 
The opportunity to take part in the project could not have come at a better time, for just 
a few weeks before I flew out to Kenya, Obama had been in Kenya speaking at the Global 
Entrepreneurship Summit about Kenya’s entrepreneurial and start-up success and 
declaring that ‘Kenya is on the move’. Yet he still identified corruption, tribalism and the 
limits placed on women as barriers to their potential success; barriers to business that I 
was able to witness first hand. We were consistently asked by Kenyans on the street if 
we had travelled to Kenya with Obama, highly amusing considering that we were a 
group comprised of people of all different nationalities, from British to Chilean, and yet 
none of us were from the US!  
 
The project I was working for, ‘Balloon Kenya’, was set up 4 years ago by two recent UCL 
graduates who, at the time, were researching the effects of the 2007-8 election violence. 
They discovered that in Kenya on average 35% of those under 35 don’t have jobs and 
that the largely corrupt politicians do very little to improve the situation, in many cases 
exploiting the poor and hindering the country’s development. Starting out with a team 
of just 6 fellows, their aim was to facilitate local business growth by providing business 
opportunities to Kenyans who have the capability and drive to build successful 
businesses, but lack the resources and advice more readily available in developed 
countries. The interest rates on loans for most small-scale businesses in Kenya have 
reached up to 25% in the past decade and Balloon, alongside the support fellows give, 
ensures that the first time loans are at 0% interest. Since its modest start, Balloon has 
grown to have a team of more than 245 fellows and have helped over 1500 Kenyan 
entrepreneurs with the goal of facilitating the growth of the currently ‘missing middle’ 
business sector, in Kenya. 
 
I was based in Nakuru, a large and ever expanding town in the South West of Kenya, 
where I would live and work for 6 weeks alongside 23 other fellows of all different ages 
and nationalities. The first week was spent living together and getting to know each 
other in a guesthouse where we received daily workshops from the Balloon founder 
learning about entrepreneurship, largely from a western perspective, and learning how 
we could applying this knowledge to the Kenyan setting. 
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After a week, we were pushed out of 
the classroom and straight on to the 
busy, bustling streets of Nakuru to 
work with entrepreneurs and put what 
we’d learned in to practice. We were 
put into groups of 3 and over the 
course of the next 5 weeks we worked 
with 5 entrepreneurs with a diverse 
range of businesses, from a property 
manager to a cosmetics seller. Our job 
was not to ‘teach’ the Kenyan 
entrepreneurs complex business 
concepts and make assumptions about 
what innovations would be successful 
based on those models. But rather our 
job was to learn as much as we could 
about the people and what they do, and 
in return give them a different, fresh 
perspective on their businesses.  
 
Whilst I certainly am not a business expert, 
some relatively commonsensical ideas and innovations that we introduced to the 
entrepreneurs made huge impacts on their businesses and were received with so much 
gratitude. For example, one of our entrepreneurs, Miriam, had never before kept any 
financial records, and struggled through each day of work by remembering all of her 
costs and profits in her head! We bought her a financial records book and showed her 
how a basic cash flow works, a complete revelation to her, and within a week she was 
keeping well-documented and organised records. Having never before received any 
advice or support, she was so grateful for the little help that we gave her. If working with 
Miriam taught me anything, it was to ‘check my own privilege’ and be more aware of the 
advantages, such as the nurturing society I live in and the education that I have received, 
that I constantly take for granted.  

 
Many entrepreneneurs lacked understanding of 
some complex business concepts yes, but that’s 
not to say that the people we worked with 
lacked ‘entrepreneurial spirit’. All of the 
Kenyans I worked with were determined, 
hardworking and business savvy, ready to 
grasp every opportunity they could get to 
expand their businesses. Victor, a father of two 
small children, had been unemployed and 
searching for a job in Nakuru for over 7 years 
despite having a degree in marketing, but 
without any success, he started up his own 
business creating and selling posters to local 
schools. Every day he gets up at 5am in the 
morning to prepare his posters and, without his 
own car to use, has to take long bus journeys to 
reach schools and sell his products. Schools are 
regularly on strike in Kenya and he faces many 
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challenges actually getting to see 
the head-teachers and receiving the 
money from the schools. But 
despite such challenges, he would 
regularly talk passionately about 
his idea to bring technological 
innovations into the Kenyan school 
system. One day he wants to travel 
to the UK and source cheap 
computers to bring back to Kenya 
and be used for presentations and 
animations within the classroom.  
 
One of the main goals of Balloon 
Kenya, which attracted me to the 
programme in the first place, was to 
‘help local entrepreneurs by leading 
sustainable business development’, 
and a great emphasis throughout the project was placed on ensuring that the 
programme could be sustainable in the long-term. In the final week, the entrepreneurs 
we were working with were able to pitch for a loan which could be used to cement into 
their businesses some of the tested innovations we had been working with them on for 
the previous 6 weeks. We produced pitch documents for each of them, which were used 
to prove the credibility of the entrepreneurs and the financial viability of the businesses 
and it was amazing to be able to track the progress within some of the businesses even 
though the innovations were the ‘minimum viable product’ (on the smallest scale). 
Sitting on one of the pitch panels and interviewing entrepreneurs, I was astounded by 
the passion so many of them had for their businesses, their creativity and their ‘get out 
and do it’ attitude. Many of the entrepreneurs at the moment are looking for 1st time 
loans, however Balloon eventually aim to support entrepreneurs at later stages and help 
to expand, what they currently believe to be, the ‘missing middle’ sector in Kenya. This 
summer was the first time they were able to support a 3rd tier entrepreneur, Charles, 
who has now gone through the programme for his third time and has built up a 
successful business selling medical drugs and malaria vaccinations.  
 

Whilst I was working with Balloon, I lived 
with a host family in Nakuru for 5 weeks of 
the trip. We were introduced into the family 
and within days I felt completely at home. 
Grace and Lameck, my host parents, took 6 
fellows in total into their small home and I 
shared a room with 3 other girls who I 
became very close friends with. We also had 
two little host brothers called Wayne and 
Chris who were adorable and a lot of fun, 
once you got over the fact that they woke up 
at 6am every morning and turned the TV up 
to full volume! We were especially lucky 
because our host mum was a brilliant cook 
and every evening she prepared mounts of 
food for us to eat. I was expecting to be 
eating rice and ugali (balls of maize with 
little flavour) every day but I tried such a 



variety of food from ndengu (lentil soup) to matoke (banana plantains) and even got the 
chance to learn how to make chapatis (delicious flat bread)!  
 
Getting to chance to spend over a month in Kenya was an invaluable experience for me 
and I have had the chance to completely immerse myself in Kenyan culture, to such an 
extent that I now feel like it could be my home away from home! I would love to travel 
back in the future and get the chance to see how all of my entrepreneurs are doing and 
get a chance to meet up with my host family again! I would really like to thank the 
college for the grant it has given me in contribution towards the trip and would 
thoroughly recommend others considering doing a trip like this to go for it!  
 
Read more about my trip by taking a look at my blog post on the Balloon Ventures page: 
http://balloonventuresblog.com/2015/09/05/pole-pole/ 
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