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The last few decades 
have seen at least some 
positive changes in terms 
of opportunities for, and 
representations of, women in 
the world of business.

Some of the most potent 
entrepreneurs including Oprah 
Winfrey, Beyoncé, Lucy Peng, 
Sofia Vergara, and Sheryl 
Sandberg have demonstrated 
that women can succeed in 
running businesses. In Africa, 
we have Bethlehem Tilahun 
Alemu, Folorunsho Alakija, and 
Julian Adyeri Omalla, amongst 
other successful female 
entrepreneurs. 

In Kenya, among the Nairobi 
Securities Exchange (NSE) 
listed companies, we have 
seven out of 62 companies 
led by women. In Tanzania, 
three of the 28 Dar es Salaam 
Stock Exchange (DSE) listed 
companies are female-led. 

According to the 2021 
Women in Management Africa 
(WIMA) report, only 21.6% (49 
out 227) of board directorships 
of the companies listed in the 
Dar es Salaam Stock Exchange 
are held by women.

In Rwanda, the National 
Institute of Statistics shows 
that women-owned businesses 
were at 37.6%. Among the 
Rwanda Securities Exchange-
listed companies, 2 of 10 
listed companies have women 
executives. In Uganda, only one 
female CEO is at the apex of 
the 16 listed companies. 

While these are not 
scientific assessments 
of the state of women 
in East African 
business, they do 
provide a helpful 
snapshot.

Research globally 
reveals that diversity is a 
key business issue, with 
revelations indicating a 
positive correlation between 
diversity in boards and 
business performance. 

Women have different sets 
of life and work experiences 
than men, and hence 
different viewpoints, which 
they bring to the corporate 
world and management. As 
a result, diverse perspectives, 
preferences, and methods 
emerge. As a result, decision-

making might become more 
multi-dimensional and 
comprehensive due to this 
diversity.

In essence, inclusive 
leadership can be the 
gamechanger for bridging 
gaps and achieving inclusive 
growth in our economies. 
At KCB, we pride ourselves 
in our progress in ensuring 
diversity at the workplace. 
Across the Group, we 
have made efforts to drive 
diversity at all levels. Today, 
36%  of management roles 
are held by women. 

Beyond KCB, we all have 
a collective responsibility 
to champion for tangible 
commitments to 
advance gender equality, 
promote increased 
female representation in 
boardrooms, and grow the 
pipeline of female talent to 
ascend to top positions in 
their markets.

The spirit of expanding 
room for women leaders 
was at the heart of this 
year’s International Women’s 
Day celebrations in March. 
The theme “Break the 
bias” presents us with an 
opportunity to re-imagine the 
barriers that are slowing the 
progress of women’s growth, 
including in business. 

Women must be 
considered seriously in 
business, be it as executives 
or entrepreneurs. They can 
bring different perspectives 

to the proverbial table and 
tend to be more strategic. 

From the 
traditional 
role of being 
homemakers 
and caregivers 
only, women 
have morphed 
to occupy their 
space in various 
businesses 
and careers as 
well as sit in 
boardrooms 
across the 
globe. 

n 1973, Katharine 
Graham was the 

only female CEO 
of a Fortune 

500 company. 
As the CEO 

of the Washington Post, she 
carried the hopes of millions 
of women worldwide on her 
shoulders. Hopes and dreams 
that women could have a 
life outside childbearing 
and housekeeping; that a 
woman could work her way 
to the very pinnacle of career 
success.

Today, there are 41 female 
executives out of 500 Fortune 
CEOs translating to a paltry 
8.1%, but nonetheless, 
progress still. 

Traditionally, women have 
not fared as well as men in 
entrepreneurship with limited 
funding as a significant 
challenge to women starting 
a business — but that is only 
half the story.

The history of female 
entrepreneurship reaches 
as far back as in the 1800s. 
The first well-documented 
businesswomen can be 
traced as far as 1870 BC to 
the city of Assur in northern 
Iraq. Assyrian women at the 
time often contributed to 
vast trading networks that 
flourished in the region, 
showing that business was not 
exclusive to men.

History also documents the 
dark age when women owned 
businesses only if they were 
in dire straits – those without 
husbands who did not want 
to become social burdens. 
These businesses mainly 
included brothels, taverns, 
and alehouses.

 

Celebrating the triumphs of women in 
business and learning from their journeys

T
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By Esther Waititu

Big strides for women in boardrooms and 
world of business, but a lot needs to be done

OPINION

his edition couldn’t 
have come at a better 

time than now, 
following the 
IWD celebrations 

in March whose theme was 
#BreakTheBias.

From the traditional role 
of being homemakers and 
caregivers only, women have 
morphed to occupy their space in 
various businesses and careers as 
well as sit in boardrooms across 
the globe. This is while still 
juggling various balls at home 
for the majority. This edition of 
KCB Venture Magazine seeks 
to highlight and celebrate such 
women and give us all a chance 
to learn from their challenges 
and triumphs.

In education, we have featured 
Jayne Mathenge of Brickwoods 
Schools in Nanyuki and Dr. 
Elizabeth Mary Okello, the 
founder of Makini Schools and 
first Kenya female bank manager. 
They share their victories and 
challenges as women in the 
education industry and especially 
the biases they have had to deal 
with in their field.

Women have not been left 
behind in sports especially as 
career athletes. They have made 
strides in various sports and 
are making a living like Eunice 
Maiyo, whose passion and talent 
in volleyball saw her play in the 
international arena, with her 
efforts catapulting her to the 
position of coach later in her 
career.

In breaking the bias against 
women in business and their 
financial advancement, it is 
important to bridge the gender 
gap in financial inclusion. 
Despite a research by FinAccess 
Household Survey 2021 showing 
that the financial access gap 
between men and women is 
narrowing, it is harder for women 
to access higher credit due to 

lack of collateral required by the 
lenders. The good news is that 
there are various interventions 
in KCB to elevate women-led and 
women owned businesses across 
the board.

We have also featured two 
women in manufacturing: 
Navalayo Osembo of Enda Shoes 
and Flora Mutahi of Melvins Tea. 
The two share how they became 
entrepreneurs and how their 
initial business ideas did not see 
the light of day, but after much 
thinking, they identified gaps that 
they could fill. Navalayo and Flora 
disclose their moments of victory, 
business growth as well as plans 
for the future, without forgetting 
to talk about their challenges and 
how they are overcoming them.

In the film and TV industry, 
Grace Kahaki is breaking 
through in a male-dominated 
field to make a name for herself 
and represent women. She 
has produced numerous 
programmes featuring on 
local television channels 
as well as streaming 
services such as 
Showmax.

This edition promises 
to be informative, 
exciting, eye-opening as 
well as thrilling.

So delve in and 
enjoy the read!

Rosalind Gichuru 
Editor-in-Chief

Women have 
different sets 
of life and work 
experiences than 
men, and hence 
different viewpoints, 
which they bring to 
the corporate world 
and management. 
As a result, diverse 
perspectives, 
preferences, and 
methods emerge.

The writer is the Director 
Corporate Banking at KCB 
Bank Kenya
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orld famous American basketballer 
Lebron James once said: “Nothing 

is given, everything is earned.” 
This quote has lived to be 
true for KCB Volleyball Team 

player Eunice Maiyo (inset), who started playing 
volleyball as a young girl at Kamasai Primary 
School in Kisanana near Mogotio Town, Baringo 
County.

She fell in love with the sport and carried her 
passion through to high school at Itigo Girls, and 
afterwards joined Ulinzi Club from 2000-2004. 
The club was a force to reckon with in Kenyan 
volleyball for years. 

Unfortunately, the club fell into financial 
difficulties and Eunice chose to leave and found 
her way to KCB Volleyball club in 2005.

“I knew I was talented and I did not want to 
give up after my time at Ulinzi. Joining KCB 
turned out to be a great decision,” says Eunice.

At KCB, she met many professional players 
who had represented the country internationally 
at various leagues. “This really motivated me as I 
wanted to get to the same level of experience and 
prove my worth in the court,” she adds.

The experienced players embodied the spirit 
of team work and trained younger players on 
tactics of the game as well as life advice on how 
to navigate through the pressure that comes with 
competitive sports.

Time as a KCB player saw Eunice soar to 
greater heights, starting with a sponsorship by 
the club to participate in Beach Volleyball games 
in 2006. “I had never played in the sand before, 
so I wasn’t sure what to expect. But I got so good 
at it that I made it to the national team,” she says.

In 2012, she got an opportunity to represent 
Kenya at the Russia World Tour in Moscow, and 
prepare for the Olympics. She also represented 
the country at the All-Africa Games in Congo 
Brazzaville in 2015. 

Eunice adds that: “My best part about playing 
for KCB is that it pays a salary, and so one can 
earn a living from their talent. They have also 

provided education opportunities and some of us 
got to go to TVETs to earn skills. This is rare in 
Kenya so I love this club.”

However, like many sports, volleyball is a 
young man’s game and the older you get, the 
more you tend to slow down. As such, in 2016, 
Eunice went to train to be a volleyball coach and 
referee in line with her transition plans from 
playing in the court.

In 2018, she transitioned to refereeing the 
sport and finally left the court for the sidelines, 
becoming a trainer in 2019.

She loves her new role of nurturing young 
sporting talent to achieve their very best in all 
games. 

In conclusion, she says: “I always encourage 
my players, and all women to love what they do. 
Everything is hard in life; it all takes effort. But 
when you love what you do, it gets easier”.

I knew I was 
talented and I did 
not want to give up 
after my time at 
Ulinzi. Joining KCB 
turned out to be 
a great decision,” 
says Eunice.

W

In 2016 Eunice 
went to train to be 
a volleyball coach 
and referee in line 
with her transition 
plans from playing 
in the court.

2016

TRENDS&INTELTRENDS&INTELTRENDS&INTEL By Venture Writer

volleyball
coach

Talent, passion 
and dedication 
paid off for

My best part about playing for KCB is that it pays a salary, 
and so one can earn a living from their talent. They have also 
provided education opportunities and some of us got to go to 
TVETs to earn skills. This is rare in Kenya so I love this club”. 
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content creators in Kenya who are 
monetizing their craft and making a 
living out of it, and at the same time 
giving Kenyans authentic and locally 
produced content.

During this year’s YouTube 
Annual Roundtable, that took place 
virtually, it was revealed that Kenya 
is among the leading countries in 
Africa in terms of content creation 
on YouTube with more than 400 
channels amassing more than 100,000 
subscribers each.

In comparison, Nigeria and South 
Africa lag behind with 300 channels 
each boasting of 100,000 subscribers, 
while Kenya continues to attract 
an assorted variety of content from 
cooking to classroom lessons, music, 
travel, sports among others.

Additionally, the statistics said that 
Kenya’s content creation growth rose 
at the highest pace, year over year, at 
70% and that watch time on YouTube 
and on television surpasses more than 
250 million hours per day.

It was revealed that Citizen TV, 
Churchill TV, KTN News, NTV Kenya, 
K24 TV and R&B singer-songwriter 
Otile Brown have over one million 
subscribers each with one channel 
boasting of having achieved over a 
billion views.

Now more than ever, Kenyans are 
enjoying and consuming local content 
on online platforms in the form of 
digital apps and streaming services 
and television.

According to a research by the 
Media Council of Kenya in January 
2022 titled “State of the Media Survey 
2021”, 70% of what is consumed is on 
local television content as compared 
to 30% of foreign television content. 
The content watched includes news, 
entertainment and religious and 
sports content. Additionally, Citizen 
TV, KTN Home and NTV were the 
most watched channels.

“The survey found that 58% of 
Kenyans interviewed consume TV 
content on a typical day. This translates 
to approximately 16, 740, 493 Kenyans 
aged above 15 years who consume TV 

content,” the report says.
Local programmes continue 

to be popular with viewers and 
attract a significant and diverse 
audience, which has strengthened 
the domestic television production 
sector.

At the same time, local content 
creators are taking advantage of the 
growing online platforms that give 
them different avenues to entertain 
their followers through podcasts, 
skits, storytelling, gossip shows, 
lifestyle, fashion and so much more.

very week, former Tahidi High 
actor Abel Mutua, now an 

acclaimed scriptwriter and 
producer, uploads at 

least two videos on his 
YouTube channel which 

he uses as a storytelling platform for his fans 
whom he dearly refers to as Wakurugenzi 
(directors).

On the channel, Abel tells stories about 
his life; some funny, some sad and others 
about exciting events that unfolded in the 
past, and peppers them with his own comic 
twist.

His stories are nothing short of popular 
and attract hundreds of thousands of views 
for each video. To date, he has accumulated 
over 22 million views on his YouTube 
account since he began storytelling in 2020.

From dominating the screen to online 
platforms, Abel has grown his career to 
become a renowned scriptwriter and 
producer for shows such as Sue Na Jonnie, 
MaEmpress and Hullabaloo Estate which air 
on pay TV.  

His videos on YouTube have catapulted 
his brand even further and given him a 
seat at the table of the growing list of local 

E
According to a research by 
the Media Council of Kenya 
in January 2022 titled “State 
of the Media Survey 2021”, 
70% of what is consumed is 
on local television content as 
compared to 30% of foreign 
television content.

TRENDS&INTELTRENDS&INTEL

Local content finds 
a place in the hearts 

of Kenyans and 
bigger space on 

TV

400 During this year’s YouTube Annual Roundtable, that took place virtually, 
it was revealed that Kenya is among the leading countries in Africa in 
terms of content creation on YouTube with more than 400 channels 
amassing more than 100,000 subscribers each.

TRENDS&INTELTRENDS&INTEL
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ight out of every 10 Kenyans (83.7%) 
have access to formal financial services, 

according to a 2021 FinAccess 
Household Survey. The survey further 
shows that the gap in financial access 

between men and women has continually improved, 
reducing from 8.5% in 2016, to 5.2% in 2019, and 4.2% 
in 2021.

However, the gender gap augmented to 1.6% from 
0.5% between 2019 and 2021, providing evidence of how 
the COVID-19 pandemic has disproportionately affected 
women.

In Africa, one in four women has started or is 
managing a business, making the continent to have 
the highest percentage of women entrepreneurs in the 
world. According to a study by Forbes, 96% of women 
have primary or shared responsibility for their families’ 
financial decisions, and 70% to 80% of all consumer 
purchases are driven by women through buying power 
and influence.

In Kenya, women make about 52% of the country’s 
population and about 30% of registered businesses are 
women-owned, but their financial inclusion remains slim. 
They (women) only hold less than 10% of the registered 
title deeds in the country, which makes it difficult for 
women-led SMEs to access higher amounts of credit 
usually supported by a collateral.

In addition, the level of financial literacy is a key 
determinant for financial independence and, especially for 
women empowerment as evidence shows that women have 
consistently lower rates of financial literacy than men. The 
Global Index Report indicates that women in developing 
countries such as Kenya have a 20% less likelihood of 
owning a bank account in a formal financial institution 
and are 17% less likely to borrow.

Even for women who have careers, their income is often 
seen as just supplementing their spouses’ income and they 
are expected to have all the home responsibilities as well. 
Surveys also show that less than a third of women have the 
confidence to invest their money properly.

E

Financial coaches and experts say that 
each woman can improve her financial 
wellbeing by making a financial plan and 
seeking the right financial advice for saving, 
investment as well personal and family 
insurance. 

“Financial inclusion is important for 
women to break the ceiling in business 
and entrepreneurship. Despite common 
challenges such as liquidity issues, stock 
management, record keeping and access to 
finance, women traders need to embrace 
the support of Kenya National Chamber 
of Commerce & Industry (KNCCI) and 
financial institutions to formalize their 
businesses and get information on 
affordable credit and market opportunities. 
This is because women have proved to be 
cautious and prudent in their business 
dealings, and are good credit re-payers, 
which gives an opportunity for financial 

TRENDS&INTELTRENDS&INTEL TRENDS&INTEL

Financial coaches and experts 
say that each woman can improve 
her financial wellbeing by making 
a financial plan and seeking the 
right financial advice for saving, 
investment as well personal and 
family insurance. 

participation of women-owned businesses in 
international trade.

This is being implemented under the She 
Trades Commonwealth project, which aims 
to increase economic growth and job creation 
in Commonwealth countries by increasing 
participation of women-owned businesses 
and thereby positioning Commonwealth at 
the forefront of creating trade and investment 
opportunities for women. 

“We are happy that even COVID-19 did not 
stop our Kenyan exporters from interacting 
with the world on the streets of Ramini and 
make sales. We hope to increasingly partner 
in similar initiatives to expand our export 
pie in the global economy,” said the Keproba 
Chief Executive, Dr. Wilfred Marube. 

She Trades Commonwealth has drafted 
a Kenyan-focused directory of Business 
Support Organizations and their relevant 
services targeted towards Small and Medium 
Enterprises (SMEs), in particular women-
owned businesses. 

According to Gina Din Kariuki & Bramuel 
Mwalo, co-founders of the WeDeliver Agenda 
Africa, with the Africa Continental Free 
Trade Area (AfCFTA), there is even a bigger 
opportunity that can be tapped and start 
making things right for women and for the 
region’s economy.

“When international borders were 
closed to contain the spread of the deadly 
coronavirus, Africa’s supply chain suffered 
because of current structural challenges and 
over-reliance on foreign trade that exposed 
our weak manufacturing capacity. However, 
with AfCFTA, we can start strengthening our 
manufacturing capacity and bolster logistics 
by leveraging on a vibrant and growing tech 
ecosystem to strengthen our supply chains,” 
they stated.

This will give a buffer on a regional 
front and shield the country from global 
disruptions as it begins to entrench 
diversification of supply chains to ensure 
women-owned and led businesses get 
equitable inclusion in large supply chains 
as we set the pace on how SMEs can also be 
supported to succeed. 

The WeDeliver Agenda Africa is a network 
and technology-driven initiative designed 
to rally Africa’s corporates to support and 
enable the inclusion and success of women-
led or owned businesses in their supply 
chains.

institutions to develop lending solutions 
tailored to address the business needs 
of women,” said KNCCI-Nairobi Chapter 
president Richard Ngatia. 

Already, Kenya Export Promotion and 
Branding Agency (Keproba) in partnership 
with the International Trade Centre is 
implementing a business support directory 
for women entrepreneurs to enhance 

By Venture Writer

of women key 
to sustainable 
business growth  

96%
According to a study by Forbes, 96% of women 
have primary or shared responsibility for their 
families’ financial decisions, and 70% to 80% of 
all consumer purchases are driven by women, 
through buying power and influence.

Financial 
inclusion
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difficult for women-led Small and Medium 
Enterprises (SMEs) to access higher 
amounts of credit usually supported by 
collateral. 

In 2016, KNBS reported that 31.4% of 
the licensed SMEs were owned by women, 
compared to 48% owned by men and 17% 
owned jointly by both men and women. On 
the other hand, 61% of unlicensed SMEs 
were solely owned by women while those 
owned by men only accounted for 6.4%. 

There are different ways to define 
women entrepreneurs in Kenya. According 
to a study conducted by FSD Kenya and 
Dalberg, there are 1.75 million urban 
women traders in the country. For some, 
it’s out of necessity, while for others, it’s 
purposefully for growth and expansion. 

The study categorized the female traders 
into two; push entrepreneurs who run their 
businesses out of necessity and to keep 
themselves busy, and pull entrepreneurs, 
who purposefully start and seek to expand 
their businesses. 

All in all, studies have shown that women 
venture into business, whether large 
scale or small scale, to achieve economic 
empowerment, have a sense of ownership; 
while majority run businesses to provide for 
their families and manage their day-to-day 
needs. 

Despite the strides made in women 
empowerment, with more women being 
able to own businesses, there are factors 
that have continued to hamper the growth 
of their businesses such as access to capital 
and credit.

 However, since time immemorial, women 
have always come together to support each 
other and this has been further accelerated 
by the growth of chamas which have now 
not only become a form of saving, but also 
investing with financial and investment 
institutions tailor-making services to 
facilitate this. 

Members of these groups are able to 
lend money to each other to grow their 
businesses and further their economic 
activities, while some have invested in 
different assets as a group including land 
and real estate. 

Despite challenges women have faced 
over the years in accessing funds, financial 
institutions have been opening their doors 
by developing tailor-made financial services 
and products for them. 

At KCB, the Bank has a suite of 
facilities for women-owned or women-led 
businesses. This offers structured credit 
facilities to address the needs of women in 
business in the MSME segment. 

Mrs. Annastacia Kimtai, the Director of 
Retail Banking at KCB, says the strategy 
is part of the institution’s work to increase 
lending and to have a bigger impact on the 
economy across the region. 

“If you are a woman in business, if you 
want the financial solution that doesn’t 
demand collateral from you, the bank to go 
to is KCB,” says Mrs. Kimtai. 

“There was a very small percentage of 
women in business borrowing, and this was 
because of very many factors. They didn’t 
have collateral, they didn’t know what they 
need to do to borrow, so we thought it is 
important that we look at that segment,” 
she says. 

 KCB also has Biashara Club, a platform 
for entrepreneurs where they can meet 
others, access training and organized visits 

to other parts of the world where they can 
learn how to improve their businesses. For 
those who join the Women Proposition, 
there would be priority service, which 
helps save time at branches and which any 
business person would appreciate. 

The Bank has also worked to turn 
around the narrative on women, most 
of whom work or run businesses in the 
informal economy and have over the years 
faced numerous difficulties in accessing 
information, technology and finance to 
expand their businesses. 

Studies have established that where they 
operate businesses in the formal sector, 
women are unable to get financing from 
mainstream financial institutions and 
have depended instead on microfinance 
institutions which have limited capacity 
to lend. The result has been a global credit 
gap of between $285 billion. 

Across the financial sector, more and 
more institutions have recognized the 
need to pay special attention to women-led 
businesses.  

They realise that to promote growth 
and sustainability, there’s need to: fund 
women-owned businesses through access 
to capital at affordable rates, create 
favorable policies that help to create an 
enabling business environment, involve 
them in private sector investment, 
provide technical support and expand 
opportunities for them to grow their 
businesses 

In Kenya, the government has also put 
in place measures to ensure women get 
an equal share of government business by 
setting aside specific tenders for women 
and youth. 

Women in entrepreneurship have 
evolved over the years from farming and 
selling groceries, to venturing in sports, 
manufacturing, fashion, media and various 
industries that were male-dominated for 
years. 

The female entrepreneur in Kenya is 
continuously evolving and boldly taking 
risks to maximize on returns. 

With the right support from the 
government and financial institutions 
mostly, they will be able to have a bigger 
impact not only on the economy, but 
also on the society as well provide more 
opportunities for people to earn, grow and 
sustain themselves.

rom the days of barter trade in the early 
centuries to the modern markets in 

rural and urban centres, women have 
been at the centre of it all. A quick 
stop at your local market and they 

will aggressively throng your car’s window to display 
their goods as they try to convince you to buy from 
them. 

Women are involved from the point of production 
up to the market; they are mostly the farmers and 
traders. The reason why you will always say “mama 
mboga” as you refer to the nearest grocery store in your 
neighborhood.  

While the motivation to earn varies, it is evident that 
women are continuously breaking the glass ceiling 
in business and venturing into different businesses 
including manufacturing, finance, beauty and sports. 

Women play a key role in the economies of sub-
Saharan Africa. A study on unlocking the Potential 
of Women’s Businesses in Africa indicates that sub-
Saharan Africa is the only region where women make 
up the majority of entrepreneurs. 

For instance, as at 2018, women comprised 16% of 
people involved in the formal manufacturing sector, 
with this increasing to 17% in 2019. According to the 
Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS), women-
owned Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) 
comprise 20% of Kenya’s Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP). 

Women make up about 50.5% of the country’s 
population and about 30% of registered businesses are 
women-owned, but their financial inclusion remains 
slim.  Further, women only hold less than 10% of 
the registered title deeds in Kenya, which makes it 

F

If you are a woman in business, if 
you want the financial solution that 
doesn’t demand collateral from 
you, the bank to go to is KCB,” 
says Mrs. Kimtai. 

Women 
entrepreneurship 
in Kenya:

50.5% Women make up about 50.5% of the country’s population 
and about 30% of registered businesses are women-
owned, but their financial inclusion remains slim.  

The bits and bobs of 
breaking the glass ceiling

By Venture Writer
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ayne Mathenge, a 
counselling psychologist, 

is the most satisfied 
when she sees 

children progress 
both academically 

and non-academically as rounded people 
and responsible future citizens.

The mother of four children and a 
grandmother of eight grandchildren, has a 
passion for education and formative years 
which she says are crucial to a child’s 
development. It is this passion that led 
her to establish Brickwoods Schools in 
2002, a mixed day and boarding primary 
school located in Nanyuki. 

“There is nothing more pleasurable to 
me than seeing children move from one 
level of their education to another, as this 
has been my own driving force, moving 
from one altitude to another,” says Mrs. 
Mathenge. 

She describes children as individuals 
who have a compassionate heart and 
leaders who will in turn make policies 
that will benefit the older generation and 
everyone in general – keeping the vision 
alive. 

Brickwoods Schools started as a boys 
high school, set in the scenic western 
foothills of Mt. Kenya, with world-class 
facilities offering unlimited opportunities 
for learners by striking a balance between 

J

Passion, character and 
discipline gave rise 
to a thriving school in 
Nanyuki: The story of 

Jayne 
Mathenge
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A view of 
Brickwoods 
School Nanyuki 
showing  part of 
the clssrooms.

By Venture Writer

Mrs. Mathenge has a keen eye for detail 
and stays on any course she chooses

her husband has been her support all 
through the years and allows her the 
freedom to make decisions freely. “We 
have worked as a team with no biases. 
However, a few people have questioned 
me on this ‘freedom’ trying to imply 
I should not be seen as the face of 
Brickwoods Schools,” she notes.

Some staff members may have had 
the notion that they cannot be led by a 
woman due to their cultural background, 
but Mrs. Mathenge says she mitigates 
this by being sensitive and understanding 
to various personalities due to her 
counselling and psychology background. 
“So, I am able to overcome these 
challenges.”

On the impact women led businesses 
have on their communities, she says 
women tend to think of life in a 360 
degree way. 

“We encourage young women and girls 
to know that they are capable, and can 
soar like eagles in a male-dominated 

academic performance and co-curricular 
programmes. The school ran for seven 
years until 2008 when she introduced 
a primary section, which apparently 
grew in enrolment much faster than the 
high school. After two years, it proved 
untenable to continue with the high 
school leaving the primary school only. 

The primary school has progressively 
grown and the institution prides itself 
for transforming many lives. Over the years, extensive improvements, both in 

infrastructure and human capital, have 
been made to ensure that quality in 
education is not compromised. 

“Our clients are the children we 
nurture, and we offer them holistic 
education that is geared towards the 
next generation of leaders and self-
sustainability. Our emphasis is on 
character formation at an early stage 
and allowing the children to own their 
education. We tap talent at an early age 
and build their confidence,” she says. 

Before becoming a full-time 
entrepreneur, Mrs. Mathenge previously 
worked in the airline industry for close 
to 18 years. She has also worked as an 
administrative secretary in the civil 
service in various departments including 
Cabinet Affairs which gave her a niche 
in management and human resource 
management. 

On gender-based challenges, she says 
she has not faced serious challenges as 

world and still put a feminine touch 
which helps in community development,” 
says Mrs. Mathenge. She points out that 
women have an eye for detail and her 
husband/co-partner trusts her on this one. 
“Women look into the far future focusing 
on their children and grandchildren and 
what their future will be like. Women 
feel a sense of indebtedness to the future 
generations and impression or role for the 
current generation,” she says. 

With her background, she has been able 
to give an opportunity and space to her 
employees some of whom attest to having 
had the first encounter with work ethics, 
decorum, workplace tradition and a desire 
to have a culture of excellence from her, 
and which has helped them stay focused 
and disciplined.

Her advice to other women pursuing 
businesses/entrepreneurship is to put 
God first and lean not on their own 
understanding. She also urges them to 
remain consistent and persistent on their 

purpose, believe in themselves, think big, 
and have positive affirmation self-talks, 
and never to give up.  

Mrs. Mathenge says what is needed to 
ensure that a business thrives and achieves 
its full potential is building on character, 
integrity, and discipline. “As a woman, you 
need to discover your individual talent – 
it may be that you are gifted as a leader, 
mentor or mediator, etc. One needs to 
become the agent of growth and excellence. 
Try to see opportunity in any challenges 
faced, and work within your short-term 
goals and long-term goals,” she advises. 

She further challenges all women to 
exhibit character, embrace values such 
as integrity, respect, honesty, discipline, 
morals and habits for the future 
generations, since they will bear witness 
that they (women) contributed to creating 
a cohesive society. “You cannot have an 
aimless life and think you will succeed. You 
have to work hard and present what you 
are made of at a platform,” she concludes.

As a woman, 
you need to 
discover your 
individual 
talent – it may 
be that you 
are gifted as a 
leader, mentor 
or mediator, 
etc. One needs 
to become the 
agent of growth 
and excellence. 
Try to see 
opportunity in 
any challenges 
faced, and work 
within your 
short-term 
goals and long-
term goals,” 
she advises.

We encourage young women 
and girls to know that 
they are capable, and can 
soar like eagles in a male-
dominated world and still put 
a feminine touch which helps 
in community development,” 
says Mrs. Mathenge. 

On the impact women led 
businesses have on their 
communities, she says women 
tend to think of life in a 360 
degree way. 

360 degree
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he field of science, 
technology, engineering 

and math (STEM) 
has always 

been heavily 
dominated by 

men, starting from institutions of 
higher learning to the workforce. 

In the past women were encouraged 
to pursue less challenging careers in 
order to have time to take care of their 
domestic duties. 

This fact is evidenced by research 
done by the American Association of 
University Women, which explains 
that women make up only 28% of the 
workforce in STEM and men vastly 
outnumber women majoring in most 
STEM fields in college. The gender 
gaps are particularly high in some 
of the fastest-growing and highest-

paid jobs of the future, like computer 
science and engineering. With this 
data, it is clear that girls and women 
are systematically tracked away from 
science and math throughout their 
education, limiting their access, 
preparation, and opportunities to go 
into these fields as adults.

In spite of the odds, there are 
women rising against the stereotype 

and thriving in STEM, proving that 
women and girls too can be successful. 

Dr. Miriam Mutebi (inset), the 
first female breast cancer surgeon in 
Kenya, describes herself as a breast 
cancer surgeon by day and a clinical 
epidemiology in health systems 
researcher by night. She is part of the 
multidisciplinary team that manages 
patients with breast cancer and other 
non-cancerous conditions of the 
breast, where she is based at Aga Khan 
Hospital. 

For Dr. Mutebi, venturing into 
the field of science was born out 
of curiosity. She has always been 
fascinated by the possibilities that 
science has to offer and after being 
exposed to different careers after her 
high school education, she decided to 
explore the medical world as this is 

Dr. Miriam Mutebi, the 
first female breast cancer 
surgeon in Kenya, describes 
herself as a breast cancer 
surgeon by day and a 
clinical epidemiology in 
health systems researcher 
by night. 

T
By Venture Writer

STEM

Equiping girls 
early in life key 
to pursuing

careers: Dr. Mutebi
Maxim to live by is to keep doing better

>>>
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where she knew she had an opportunity to 
make an impact.  

“Surgery is a result-oriented specialty. 
When I was in training, I always felt 
a level of satisfaction when caring for 
patients from the time they were ill, taking 
them through surgery, and then they got 
better. Walking people through their most 
vulnerable moments and seeing them on 
the other side gave me huge satisfaction 
and this started off my career as a breast 
surgeon,” she says. 

Working in the clinics as a general 
surgeon, Dr. Mutebi continued learning 
about breast cancer. She was curious to 
know why breast cancer was believed to 
be a disease that affects people in their 60s 
and 70s with no children, yet the patients 
at her clinic were in their 30s and 40s with 
multiple children whom they breastfed. 

“My experience in the clinic lead me into 
the research world as I was curious to find 
out why women were facing challenges 

when it came to breast cancer. I realized 
that our traditional cultural background 
prevents women from getting access to care 
in a timely manner and also, the need to 
have someone grant you permission and 
pay your hospital bill, was and still is a 
huge challenge for most women,” notes Dr. 
Mutebi during the interview at her office in 
Aga Khan University Hospital, Nairobi. 

As a researcher, the breast surgeon is 
heavily involved in the work that seeks to 
understand the barriers that women in sub-
Saharan Africa face to access healthcare 
when it comes to breast cancer, and 
what interventions can be put in place to 
mitigate these barriers. 

Her journey has not been a bed of roses. 
As with any other industry, being a pioneer 
is usually a challenging experience, but also 
one that is filled with opportunities. 

“My journey has come with a lot of 
responsibility and learning. I have learned 
to appreciate the fact that people have had 

to understand how to relate with me as the 
first female in this space and I have had to 
appreciate that this is a different experience 
for people. It is also a combination of 
realizing our unconscious biases, learning 
that any misunderstanding is not personal 
and that our mindsets have to shift,” she 
said. 

Dr. Mutebi explained that surgery is 
a tough career to pursue for anyone in 
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According to Dr Mutebi, to address these 
challenges, which will hopefully see more women 
in STEM, she recommends equipping girls with 
leadership skills and encouraging them to make 
decisions from an early age. She also encourages 
women who are already in STEM to continue 
showing up, demonstrate passion and drive, and 
be willing to go the extra mile. Good work ethics is 
needed among the women, she adds. 

Speaking on gender-specific challenges 
that women face, Dr. Mutebi says that being 
underestimated is not necessarily a bad thing. It 
actually acts as an impetus to make one try and do 
better. She further encourages working together 
to shift the narrative and create a supportive 
environment and give opportunities to both 
genders to progress in STEM. 

“Women are needed in STEM. We have an example, 
Dr. Veronica Okello, a lecturer at the Department 
of Physical Sciences in Machakos University, whose 
research on how to reduce metals in water has been 
recognized. We all have a role to play to overcome 
social and cultural barriers that limit our progress in 
STEM,” she says and adds: 

“Increased representation, encouraging girls from 
primary school, and creating an enabling environment 
is the solution to our challenges.”

In conclusion, Dr Mutebi says: “In the words of 
Maya Angelou, do your best. When you know better, 
do better.” 

Surgery is a result-oriented 
specialty. When I was in 
training, I always felt a level 
of satisfaction when caring 
for patients from the time 
they were ill, taking them 
through surgery, and then 
they got better.

spite of their gender. She, however, emphasizes that 
is more difficult for women, especially those who 
have children and families, as there is the need to 
manage both worlds. 

“To be a successful breast surgeon, one must have 
a clear understanding of what they want to achieve 
and know the steps they need to take in their 
journey. Having mentors to help and guide is also 
important. Your path will be different as no one has 
walked in your shoes before, but there are other 
people out there who have walked the path, which 
can be very helpful,” she says. 

As a core member of the Pan African Women of 
Surgeons, Dr. Mutebi and her counterparts have 
provided a platform to mentor and support other 
female surgeons as they navigate through their 
careers, since they understand the challenges 
and difficulties, in turn enabling them to become 
successful. 

“Studies show that 9 out of 10 patients do not 
have good surgical procedures. There is also 
research that states that 143 million additional 
surgeries are needed to prevent death and 
disabilities. To add to this, there is a low enrollment 
of female surgeons across the world. We might have 
a 70% female workforce in the field across sub-
Sahara Africa, but unfortunately, these numbers do 
not reflect positively on senior management and 
policymakers where the women would actually 
make a difference,” she explains. 

Studies show 
that 9 out of 
10 patients 
do not have 

good surgical 
procedures. 
There is also 
research that 

states that 
143 million 
additional 

surgeries are 
needed to 

prevent death 
and disabilities.

Dr. Mutebi talking to a patient during a medical examination in hospital.

>>>

Dr. Mutebi in an operating theatre. She was the first female breast cancer surgeon in Kenya.
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Grace Kahaki:
t’s a hot Tuesday 

afternoon, 
around 2p.m. 

and Grace 
Kahaki 

(inset) has just taken a break 
from back-to-back Zoom pre-
production meetings since 
morning.

She is currently in the 
development stage of new 
television shows and concepts. 
She, however, can’t talk about 
them yet, not at least until they 
have been announced then 
released. That’s how television 
works, she says, you can’t talk 
too much about a production 
lest you overhype it and dilute 
it, you play your cards close to 
your chest.

But you may have watched 
shows that she has produced 
and directed such as the 
Kenyan drama Single Kiasi that 
airs on the streaming service 
Showmax. She also produced 
another drama known as Pieces 
of Us which aired on NTV and 
the show Socialites that used to 
air on KTN.

“I directed a couple of 
episodes as well,” she says about 
Socialites. 

I

Making big steps in a male-
dominated world of TV and film 
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By Venture Writer
Grace also wrote and produced 

a show on Ebony life, a Nigerian 
television station, called New 
Beginnings.

For 10 years, Grace Kahaki Munthali 
has been a television producer and 
director, and is the managing partner 
at Insignia Productions, a media 
production company.

In her decade-long stint in the film 
and television industry, one of the 
things she loves the most is the art of 
storytelling and how it is evolving to 
become powerful and allowing people 
to discover the world and themselves.

“I feel like we’re telling more 
adventurous stories and exploring 
more in terms of the things that we 
want to talk about. We’ve always had 
all these hidden amazing stories that 
we want to tell, but in the past, all we 
had were storylines about the girl from 
the village or the watchman, which 
we’ve seen done so many times.

“But now there are stories being 
told of the the upper and middle class, 
and about issues affecting women and 
children. Even in terms of the bodies 
that police the stories that we can tell, I 
think that we’re getting the opportunity 
to express ourselves more and that 
makes me happy,” she says.

As a television director, Grace mainly 
works behind the scenes. Her work is 
to interpret the show’s script, direct 
the activities of the cast and technical 
crew, and even plan for details such as 
camera movement, sound and actor 
movement, framing and composition. 
That means that through the entire 
process, she will need strong vision and 
the ability to communicate her ideas to 

a variety of people on set.
It’s a job that requires great skill, 

which she possesses, but the biases 
prevalent in the sector do not make her 
job any easier.

And even with increased focus on 
gender parity, women in the television 
and film industry encounter a glass 
ceiling that prevents their voice from 
being heard and from reaching top 
leadership roles.

Grace has experienced situations 
where her opinions have been 
diminished, never mind that those who 
undermine her are her peers.

“We run our company, Insignia 
Productions as business partners - a 
man and a woman. There are certain 
meetings we will attend and my 
opinions will not be valued as much as 
his. These are the facts that we face.

“If you’re a woman, unfortunately, 
gender always plays a part in 
everything you do. Whether you’re 
a matatu driver or the CEO of Coca 
Cola, I think you will unfortunately, in 
our space, be judged because of your 
gender,” she says.

This year on March 8, the world 
marked International Women’s Day, 
a global day celebrating women’s 
achievements in different spheres 
including cultural, political, social and 
economic. 

The day carried the theme 
#BreaktheBias and challenged people 
to break biases, stereotypes and 
discrimination through their thoughts 
and actions to form a more gender 
equal world.

In light of this, Grace believes, 
regardless of gender, people should be 

given opportunities based on merit. 
She is also happy that women 

representation in the television and 
film sector is gradually increasing, 
although there is room for 
improvement.

In comparison to when she started, 
most of the behind-the-scenes roles 
were male-dominated, from producers, 
directors, cameramen to editors.

“Right now, in 2022, I’m seeing a lot 
of women in leadership positions. We’re 
being given what we finally deserve. 
But I would like to see more female 
directors because whenever you hear 
of great directors in television and film 
its automatically always a man. Female 
directors aren’t given much props as 
men. Give women directors their time 
and their flowers,” she says.

Grace was among the nominees of 
the Women in Film Awards 2022, an 
award that recognizes and celebrates 
women filmmakers who have 
contributed to the growth of the film 
industry in Kenya. She was nominated 
in the Best Producer (TV Drama) 
category.

The awards, she says, are progressive 
because they highlight women’s efforts 
towards boosting the television and 
film industry, and shine a spotlight 
on them in a male-dominated sector 
where women’s talents may be 
overshadowed.

She concludes that more 
opportunities are being made available 
to women in the industry through 
workshops for those who want 
to acquire skills in editing, sound 
engineering, camera operations and 
production.

Right now, in 2022, I’m seeing a lot of women 
in leadership positions. We’re being given 
what we finally deserve. But I would like to see 
more female directors because whenever you 
hear of great directors in television and film its 
automatically always a man. Female directors 
aren’t given much props as men. Give women 
directors their time and their flowers,” she says.

We you may have watched shows that she has 
produced and directed such as the Kenyan drama 
Single Kiasi that airs on the streaming service 
Showmax. She also produced another drama 
known as Pieces of Us which aired on NTV and 
the show Socialites that used to air on KTN.
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“It was like a light bulb moment, how come I 

hadn’t thought of running? After that, it was like 
do we make running apparel or running shoes, 
but we thought running apparel is something 
anyone could make, but running shoes from the 
home of running, which is Kenya, was just like 
something that needed to be done. And that’s how 
we ended up at running shoes,” she says.

Apart from her passion for sports, Navalayo 
felt that Kenya was missing out in the running 
footwear industry especially riding on the 
fact that the country is home to some of the 
greatest world athletes. Different countries are 
easily known for the products they produce, 
for instance, Germany is known for ‘German 
machines’ that is cars such as Mercedes, Audi, 
BMW, and Volkswagen among others. 

The Enda CEO felt that apart from Kenya being 
known as the home of runners, the 
country should have corresponding 
products to support the sport and 
provide income to Kenyans. 

In 2015, she developed the idea 
of making shoes and together with 
her team, put in the work for a year 
to create a prototype and use it as 
proof of concept to the market and 
investors. Navalayo later ran a kick 
starter campaign that would yield 
fruits and enable her start mass 
production in 2016 

The first shoe series was produced 
in 2017 and named Iten, a famous 
town in the Rift Valley, which plays 
host to some of the world’s best 
runners who have won multiple 
marathons and set world records in 
athletics. 

The second series of the shoes 
known as Lapatet was developed in 2019, this was 
after about 18 months of research and testing. 
Lapatet means running. 

Navalayo says the shoes are uniquely designed 
to incorporate aspects of their country of origin 
and the communities. 

Enda shoes have now grown to a lifestyle 
brand, taking advantage of the rising jogging 
and running trend, not only in Kenya, but also 
globally, with most of its market being abroad. 
Locally, running has been known as a sport 
mainly for competitive athletes, however, there 
has been a rise in recreational running. On a 
typical Saturday afternoon, individuals or groups 
gather in hundreds at Karura Forest or can be 
seen running around residential areas. 

Before the pandemic, many would show up for 
corporate sponsored marathons to keep fit and 
support good causes, however, more Kenyans 
are becoming health conscious and are investing 
more in products and sports activities to keep 

them healthy including running; a market that 
Enda shoes are tapping into. 

“Running has now come down to ordinary 
people who recognise the benefits. In terms of the 
brand itself, when we started, our market here 
was small compared to the export market. But 
it’s also been steadily growing and we are hopeful 
that we’ll be able to launch a retail location very 
soon,” Navalayo says. 

There have been remarkable moments for 
the business, she says seeing the prototype for 
the first time was the highlight of her business. 
She knew then that it was actually possible to 
develop the shoes. Oscar award winning actress 
Lupita Nyong’o wore the shoes too and it was a 
major highlight for the footware brand and they 
went on to be the second runner up at the Africa 
Business Heroes challenge, which Navalayo says 

elevated the company and gave them 
credibility and assurance that they 
were on the right path. 

In 2020 Enda sold more than 
7,000 pairs of shoes, 90% of the 
orders were from the US. 2% of the 
revenues go to community projects 
and initiatives. The company also 
occasionally sponsors athletes, 
as their feedback is crucial to the 
development of the shoes. 

Navalayo says actualization is the 
hardest part in doing any business. 
One can have an idea, but actualizing 
it and making it a reality is what 
makes the difference. She advises 
women who would like to venture 
into business to break down their 
goals and make sure that they 
achieve something every day that 
is geared towards making their 

business a reality. 
“So if the dream is to maybe own a beauty 

brand or a fashion brand, what I need to do today 
is register that business, you know, or make a 
business plan. Just do the small things that will 
eventually help you to get there,” she says.

Women are known to always come together to 
crowdfund through chamas and table banking. 
Access to credit and capital especially for women 
has been difficult, however, this should not be 
an excuse, Navalayo advises women to take 
advantage of these social avenues to access capital 
or credit and start building their businesses one 
step at a time 

About the future of Enda, the CEO says she sees 
the company as a multinational and the go-to 
lifestyle brand from Africa in the next few years. 

“If you think of what shoe is from Africa, it 
has to be ENDA, and not just from a lifestyle 
perspective, but also sharing the cultural bits of 
it,” she concludes.

Navalayo 
Osembo:

So if the dream is 
to maybe own a 
beauty brand or 
a fashion brand, 
what I need to do 
today is register 

that business, 
you know, or 

make a business 
plan. Just do the 
small things that 

will eventually 
help you to get 

there,” she says.

Creating the first 
running shoe brand from 

Kenya to the world  
In 2020 Enda 
sold more than 
7,000 pairs of 
shoes, 90% of 
the orders were 
from the US. 2% 
of the revenues 
go to community 
projects and 
initiatives. 

7,000

K
enya is globally known 

as the home of world 
marathon champions, 

from Eliud Kipchoge 
to Catherine 

Ndereba who dominated the race for 
years. 

This is what inspired Navalayo 
Osembo (inset), co-founder and chief 
executive officer of Enda Shoes,  to 
create a product that is Kenyan 
owned and associated with the 
running culture to further put 
Kenya on the world map, not 
only as the home of marathon 
champions, but also as the home 
of running shoes. 

Navalayo has always been 
passionate about sports. Before 
Enda Shoes, she had a tennis 
academy. The idea was to work 
with top players to get them 
into the ATP, a worldwide 
top tier tennis tour organized 

by the Association of Tennis 
Professionals, in 10-15 years. 

However, the idea didn’t work, but 
she still wanted to be in the sports 
business. After much thought and 
research, running became her next 
big idea. 

By Venture Writer
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T
they adopted,” she says. 

Mary has always had a 
solid grasp on how the system 
works and all through her 
career, she has strived to 
help others understand the 
challenges they face especially 
at the workplace and how they 
can improve themselves. “I 
always say that I hold a ladder 
for other women to climb 
up and I say this with a lot 
of confidence because when 
I was the first woman bank 
manager in the country, at that 
time, other women were in the 
bank but as tea makers, clerks 
and cashiers. Today, I am very 
proud to say that there are 
very many women managers 
in banks, even on boards.” 

In 1990, she was appointed 
the Vice-President of the 
Women’s World Banking based 
in New York, a role that is 
no mean feat and later took 
a sabbatical leave in 1992 to 
focus on Makini School which 
she and her husband, the late 
Pius Okello, founded in 1978.

Makini School, formerly 
known as Riara Gardens 
Academy, was the couple’s 
brainchild and over the 
years, the learning institution 
has grown into a reputable 
institution with a chain of 
schools including; Makini 
Cambridge, Makini Ngong 
Road Campus (pre and 
primary school), Makini Ngong 
Road Campus - High School, 
Makini Junior Academy, State 
House Avenue (pre and lower 
primary), Makini Junior 
School Migosi, Makini School 
Kibos and Makini School 
Kisumu.

After a resounding 40 years 
of successfully building and 
managing one of Kenya’s best 
learning institutions, she 
surrendered the management 
of Makini schools to UK-based 
investor Scholé Limited  and 
South Africa’s Johannesburg 

There is no excuse 
now as there is a lot of 
information out there 
on how to invest, how 
to save, and how to 
create wealth. Start 
saving and investing 
now for your old age 
because that is the 
time you need money 
the most. You must 
have money in order 
to live” 

Stock Exchange-listed Advtech 
in 2018 for close to Kshs1 
billion from the sale of a 71% 
stake.

Mary has since retired 
and relocated to her home 
in Kisumu and could not be 
happier. “I am retired and 
I am very busy, I am busier 
than I was. I didn’t know 
retirement could be busy,” she 
says gleefully.

Mary, the gift that keeps on 
giving, is now a professional 
mediator. After her 
retirement, she enrolled for 
a short course in mediation 
and she’s currently putting 
those useful skills to work 
by spending a lot of time 
resolving issues amongst 
people in her community. She, 
however,  leans more towards 
mediating for widows, owing 
to the fact that she is a widow 
herself.

“People call me to mediate 
at family level, and sometimes 
at business level, but my 
heart leans towards widows 
because I am a widow myself 
and sometimes they suffer in 
silence from the many things 
they go through when their 
husbands die. I like spending 
time encouraging them and to 
find ways in which I can make 
life better for them and to 
give them hope that they will 
also overcome,” she says.

For many retirees, the 
circumstances of retiring and 
how life looks like afterwards 
are very different. Comments 
like ‘you’ll go crazy’ in 
retirement are not hard to 
come by and this is mainly 
because people are not 
intentional about preparing 
for retirement or they are just 
ignorant.

For enlightened people like 
Mary and being the achiever 
that she is, she claims to have 
always been keen on financial 
stability, and started investing 

Mary 
Okello:

From breaking 
the glass ceiling in 

banking and education 
to a fruitful retirement

he proverbial 
glass ceiling 

effect has 
nothing 
on Dr. 

Elizabeth Mary Okello. She 
shatters it unprovoked and 
every time her name is 
mentioned, brilliance and 
excellence come to mind.

She was born into one of 
the country’s most influential 
families dominating in politics, 
engineering, medicine as 
well as other trades. That 
notwithstanding, it is safe to 
say that she has grown to be a 
force to reckon with and is an 
excellent entrepreneur.

For the longest time, Mary 
has been a household name, 
having made history as the 
first female bank manager in 
Kenya in 1977 at Barclays Bank 
of Kenya, now Absa. It is then 
that she started a mentorship 
programme, then dubbed 
the Barclays Bank Women’s 
Association, whose aim was to 
mentor, empower, enlighten 
and encourage women to 
show up and stand up for 
themselves. The association 
laid the ground for her to later 
partner with other women to 
establish the Kenya Women’s 
Finance Trust (KWFT), which 
now has many affiliates with 
the aim of empowering women 
financially.

Later on in 1985, she 
became the first African 
regional representative to 
the Women’s World Banking 
Organization (WWB). Come 
1987, she was appointed to the 
Africa Development Bank as 
a senior advisor to the bank’s 
president. “One of the things 
I was assigned to do was to 
prepare a policy that was 
to help the then 52 African 
countries make sure that 
women have access to capital 
as well as access to decision 
making which I’m glad to say 

for her retirement early in her 
career days.

“There is no excuse now as 
there is a lot of information 
out there on how to invest, 
how to save, and how to 
create wealth. Start saving and 
investing now for your old age 
because that is the time you 
need money the most. You 
must have money in order to 
live,” she adds.

The Alliance Girls’ High 
School alumna also urges 
young people to remain 
focused and strive to acquire 
financial freedom by being 
intentional about preparing 
for retirement. “There is 
nothing as bad as retiring 
when you have no means of 
survival. When you retire, 
you have many needs because 
you need to buy food, your 
medicines and supplements,” 
she adds.

Parents planning to depend 
on their children in the future 
for financial support is also 
something that she frowns upon, 
saying that even those children 
have their own needs and their 
own children to look after.

Regardless, she has learned 
how to enjoy retirement. She 
grows her own food, rears her 
animals and takes a swim in 
her pool in the mornings. She 
is also proud and grateful to 
have been given a leadership 
position to serve in her 
church. “I go out spreading the 
word and I thank God for that 
opportunity.”

According to Mary, she 
hopes for a future with a 
system that supports women 
because they start off from 
a disadvantaged position 
in the society which is very 
patriarchal. “Women are now 
taking big risks in standing for 
elective positions. We need to 
support them, pray for them, 
and encourage them” she 
concludes.

After a resounding 40 
years of successfully 
building and managing 
one of Kenya’s best 
learning institutions, 
she surrendered 
the management of 
Makini schools to UK-
based investor Scholé 
Limited  and South 
Africa’s Johannesburg 
Stock Exchange-listed 
Advtech in 2018 for 
close to Ksh1 billion 
from the sale of a 71% 
stake.

71%
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interact with people, especially 
depending on their attitude. She has 
also been judged based on appearance. 
To deal with this challenge, she has 
been incorporating her husband into 
the business. “There are presentations 
that I go with him, places where he 
becomes the voice or the face of the 
business, and I find that helps in 
terms of circumventing some of these 
challenges.” 

According to her, the contribution 
that women-owned businesses make 

TRENDS&INTELNEWSNEWS as children, we would not have grown 
up in the kind of environment that we 
grew up in.” 

Clarity Counseling and Training 
Centre started its operations in June 
2016 under the name Counseling and 
Human Resource Solutions Ltd. In 
December 2020, the name changed to 
Clarity Counseling and Training Centre. 

The counseling centre specializes 
in two areas: client work and training. 
Client work basically means that they 
see people as individuals – individual 
counseling, group counseling and even 
family and marriage counseling. On 
training, they offer basic counseling 
skills and self-awareness courses, 
effective parenting, self-awareness 
and personal development, emotional 
intelligence, and short courses and 
workshops. 

The business, however, has had 
its share of challenges. Ms. Gacheru 
points out that the first gender-based 
challenge she encountered is something 
that most women probably relate 
to - that is, getting unwanted sexual 
advances - which is quite a challenge. 
“When it comes to that, I’ve had to 
decide who to do business with, I’ve 
at times let some business go, when it 
comes to that challenge.” 

The other challenge is not being 
taken seriously. “I’ve had to deal with 
men who focus on who I am as a 
woman and my personal life, instead of 
what I’m bringing to the table. You will 
also find someone asking you questions 
that are not business related at all, like 
do you have kids or when did you get 
married?”  

However, not being taken seriously 
does not bother her. “I think the worst 
one can do is personalize some of these 
things because it can drag you down. 
It’s been a very intentional process of 
understanding what I am, what I can 
do, what my goals are, and therefore 
focusing on that area, and refusing to 
let certain things bring me down.”  

Ms. Gacheru discloses that 
sometimes she finds it difficult to 
establish good business networks as 
a woman, in the sense that in some 
instances, she finds herself limited 
in terms of just how much she can 

rowing up in a dysfunctional 
family, where her parents’ 

marriage was so bad that 
her mother suffered 
depression and later 

died, pushed Jane Wambui Gacheru to 
become a counseling psychologist.  

The founder and CEO of Nairobi-based 
Clarity Counseling and Training Centre, 
says it is actually in the family where she 
grew up that her journey can be traced. 

“I grew up in a dysfunctional family 
although I didn’t understand it then. 
It was not until I was in campus and 
studying B.A. in Guidance and Counseling 
that I realized I had an interest in 
counseling, and when I later decided to 
specialize in counseling after campus, 
I started understanding just how the 

dynamics in my family had shaped me,” 
she says.

Ms. Gacheru adds: “There were a 
lot of issues that I had not dealt with 
and I noticed that even in my personal 
relationships, I had difficulties. I had 
challenges everywhere, and a lot of pain 
that I was carrying with me, and as I was 
undertaking this course, I started linking 
who I was with where I grew up.” 

The counseling psychologist further 
says that going through a higher diploma 
while still mourning her mother made 
her start seeing her parents’ problems in 
a different perspective. “What I thought 
was so difficult, I began to see it as a small 
problem that if they had had a chance 
to access a good counselor in good time, 
the marriage would have survived and 

G
Ms. Gacheru’s 
venture offers 

individual, group 
and institutional 

counseling 
services whose 

aim is to restore 
balance and 

wholeness into 
clients’ lives.

Harsh family dynamics gave 
birth to a transformative 

counseling 
psychology centre

Ms. Gacheru discloses that 
sometimes she finds it 
difficult to establish good 
business networks as a 
woman, in the sense that in 
some instances, she finds 
herself limited in terms 
of just how much she 
can interact with people, 
especially depending on 
their attitude. 

By Venture Writer

in the community is, one, by helping 
society as a whole to begin to see 
women from an objective perspective. 
Where people have probably looked 
at women as incapable some things, 
they now have evidence that women 
have the ability to achieve the things 
that they have always dreamed of 
achieving. Ms. Gacheru feels that this 
brings the society closer to achieving 
gender equality. “You know the 
same gender equality that we have 
been crying for, whether it’s in the 
political world and wherever else 
in the leadership – various forms 
of leadership. By seeing women as 
capable then, I feel like it opens up 
doors for more such that more women 
get encouraged to take the risks that 
they need to take to be who they want 
to be.” 

Her advice to women is to pursue 
a business based on their passion and 
not necessarily their area of expertise, 
because it’s difficult to get tired or 
even give up on one’s passion.

In the future, Clarity Counseling 
& Training Centre is looking forward 
to expanding and being able to reach 
even more people as well as expand its 
partnership portfolio.
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ong before her rise 
as the CEO of 

Melvin Marsh 
International 
Limited, the 

company that manufactures Melvins 
Tea, Flora Mutahi was an accountant, 
a job she only held for nine months 
before she quit.

Mutahi had come to the realization 
that accounting wasn’t for her and 
wanted to go into something more 
exciting, business. But at the time, 
about 27 years ago, entrepreneurship 
wasn’t something that was celebrated 
or taught as it is today. Going into 
business those days, she says, meant 
one was a failure and couldn’t get a 
job.

Her first venture was in free-
flowing salt where she had seen an 
opportunity before quickly realizing 
that it was going to take long to make 
money because a ton of salt was only 
$100.

She had to come up with another 
business idea.

“I used to put ginger in my tea 
every day. And that’s where the idea 
came from,” she says about how the 
idea for ready flavoured teas was 
born. “And I asked myself, ‘how many 
people are like me?’, so I launched 
the two together, plain tea and ginger 
tea. And when I started taking it 
round to the shops, the ginger tea 
took off.

“That’s how I found an opportunity 
in tea and almost immediately, I got 
registered. Also, remember this was 
when a government monopoly on tea 
had just been lifted.”

Within two years of launching 
the ginger tea, Mutahi started 
challenging herself and asking “what 
next after ginger tea?”

She then came up with masala, 
cinnamon, cardamom and vanilla 
tea flavours. Once again, after 
several years, she felt challenged to 
do more, and through the years she 
has launched more flavoured teas, 
green teas, orthodox green, purple 

Short stint as 
an accountant 
led to a 
woman-owned 
revolutionary 
flavoured 

tea 
factory

and black tea and most recently the 
Melvins pure Kenya chai black tea.

Mutahi did not know much about 
the tea industry or even how to get 
into its manufacturing, but she was 
willing to learn. When she went 
back to university to learn about 
tea, she found a lecturer who made 
her commit to three weeks every 
afternoon, when he was free, to teach 

her about the principles of food 
technology.

The rest, she learnt on the job and 
through tea tasting.

“I went into tea tasting, and this 
is very funny, incognito at KTDA 
because if I said who I was, I knew I 
wouldn’t get an audience. I had to say 
‘I’m a student’ and I wore the white 
coat and tasted 100 cups of tea a day 

I used to put ginger in my tea every 
day. And that’s where the idea 
came from,” Florah Mutahi about 
how the idea for ready flavoured 
teas was born.

By Venture Writer
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for three weeks. Now I can taste my own 
tea.  Now we are big enough to have tea 
tasters and tea buyers, but at the beginning, 
that is how I did it,” Mutahi says.

Although entrepreneurship has become 
increasingly popular in recent years, the 
truth is that it is not suited for everyone. 
Not everyone will understand risks 
much less be comfortable with them. 
Entrepreneurship is also about solving new 
problems, engaging directly with customers, 
selling, dealing with financial reports and 
building a product or a service that will 
eventually be maintained by a small team 
which sooner or later grows steadily into a 
company.

Still, Mutahi believes in getting into 
entrepreneurship early enough and 
learning, if it’s an area one wants to explore. 
Further, she says one has to develop an 
inquisitive mind and have the resilience to 
persist.

However, the world of business comes 
with numerous challenges and Mutahi 
breaks them down to three: access to 
knowledge, access to research and access to 
finances.

One of her biggest headaches when she 
was starting out was access to research, 
without which she couldn’t find out how big 
the gap in the market was, what the market 
was like and the demographics. Without 
this research, she turned to holding focus 
group discussions, which cost money that 
she didn’t have.

“When I began, I couldn’t afford to do 
focus groups, and yet I needed them. One 
time when things with my team were just 
not working and I could not understand 
why, somebody suggested that I should host 
one focus group. I did that and pretended 
to be one of the scribes. I went in and I 
heard people hammering my product. My 
goodness! It was the most devastating time,” 
she says. However tough the feedback was 
to hear, Mutahi came to learn how Kenyans 
take and make their tea and which blend 
she needed to make that is perfect for them.

The biggest challenge for her, however, 
was access to capital to get her business 
off the ground. Naturally, the first people 
she approached were her parents, who 
responded “si uliktaa kazi (didn’t you quit 
your job)? No, there’s no money here.”

But her mother, after 
seeing her passion gave 
her whatever little she 
had, before she later 
turned to Kenya Women 
Finance Trust for a loan. 
But the money was still not 
enough.

“So, what did I do? I 
started bouncing cheques 
and promising my 
suppliers. I also borrowed 
from Saccos and friends. I 
would do anything just to 
get the product on shelves. 
I  had a few embarrassing 
moments like there’s a 
day I bounced about five 
checks, but it was not a 
criminal offense like it is 
now,” says Mutahi.

Access to capital 
remains one of the biggest 
challenges for women, 
limiting the establishment, 
expansion and growth of 
their businesses.

She says access to 
capital is still an issue for 
women because of lack 
of collateral. Often times, 
she adds, the collateral 
may be in the name of the 
family or the husband and 
convincing them may be 
difficult.

These barriers exist 
because women do not 
have collateral and are not 
expected to be in business 
or scale their businesses, 
Mutahi says.

“When we get 
rejections, they never 
really say why… it’s always 
about increase your 
collateral. So sometimes 
we really don’t know if this is bias or not. 
However, in my 27 years of doing business, 
I do know that there are biases against 
women. We’ve always said loan officers 
should be as much female as they are male. 
And we also should look at different ways 
to secure the banks when they’re lending 

us the money,” says the 
manufacturer.

Another challenge 
women face, Mutahi adds, 
touches on networking 
whereby women have to 
rush home after work to 
take care of their families.

She, however, says 
there are ways to work 
around the obstacles: for 
networking - network when 
you meet people in the gym 
or church. For collateral 
- get assets in your name 
and when your banker says 
no when you’re applying 
for a loan, be bold and 
aggressive and ask why. 

“There are a lot of 
financing alternatives these 
days, like balance sheet 
financing, stock loan and 
leasing. There are other 
ways to skin the cat, but 
above all that, learn, read 
books and ask questions,” 
says Mutahi.

Currently, her vision 
for the company is 
to scale up and grow 
exponentially, and 
KCB Bank has been 
instrumental in helping 
her expand the business.

She approached KCB 
Bank several years ago 
when she needed a 
mortgage to start her 
own plant, and there, 
she says, she met the 
friendliest banker and 
after a few meetings, the 
Bank agreed to give her 
a mortgage.

“Everybody wants a 
home; everyone wants 

to belong and stop paying the landlord. So 
for us the fact that we’ve now began the 
journey of purchasing, we are going back to 
KCB for development. And before we know 
it, we want to have our own factory that 
people can come and tour because right 
now we are very cramped,” she concludes.

There are a lot of 
financing alternatives 

these days, like balance 
sheet financing, stock 

loan and leasing. There 
are other ways to skin 

the cat, but above all that, 
learn, read books and ask 
questions,” says Mutahi.
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