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BLAZIN’ SAFARICOM: 

FIGHTING BACK AFTER BEING 
LABELLED A ‘THIEF’ 

Safaricom has been a cutting-edge provider of mobile phone 
connectivity in Kenya since 1997. It had visions of the future then, even 
though the fibre infrastructure in East Africa was almost non-existent. 
Massive investment was needed both within Kenya and for connectivity 
abroad. Its impact was boosted by the revolution in digital technology. 

Over the years, Safaricom’s path to success has at times been tortuous 
because of governance, shareholding and competition issues as other 
telco players and banks manoeuvred to secure a significant slice of East 
Africa’s digital telecoms market. Its ability to connect people was both 
credited and blamed for providing organisational capacity that fuelled 
the post-election violence in 2008. Yet it still managed to lead significant 
breakthroughs in the telco market. 

The unthinkables which challenged the telco in early 2016 hit 
unexpectedly from left field and right field together. A huge number 
of ‘digital ninjas’ wanted revenge because they believed the telco was 
overcharging and exploiting them. Safaricom was viewed as a corporate 
crook. Millennial consumers even cried ‘Thief!’ Yes: it was as crude as that. 

Safaricom had become blinded to how they were alienating the 
next generation of both customers and employees. They confronted 
potentially existential threats by swiftly giving new influence to the next 
generation. Denial was not an option. It is an example of how voices of 
scepticism and anger had to be confronted then calmed. Waverers were 
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largely convinced. The resulting breakthroughs have been remarkable. 
But they can’t be taken for granted. 

Safaricom’s greatest pioneering success had been the digital banking 
system M-PESA. It was launched in 2007 as a microfinance loan scheme. 
It transformed commerce and business, especially for the vast majority 
in the Kenyan economy who had the least and always struggled to turn 
a few shillings to put food on the table. Quickly M-PESA became much 
more, as a general money-transfer scheme between anyone with a mobile 
phone. Everyone, including the smallest traders and merchants, could 
transfer money digitally via SMS messaging. No bank account was 
needed, just an SMS-enabled phone and SIM card for the transfer of cash 
deposited with an M-PESA agent. 

In a country where few people have bank accounts, M-PESA dramatically 
revolutionised the economy. It rapidly ramped up the speed at which anyone 
could do business. More importantly people found they could transfer cash 
and get paid with full confidence and no risk. In 2000 the success was built 
on with the launch of the Kipokezi service, enabling email and online chat 
through mobile phones. It is run-of-the-mill and taken for granted now. 
Back then it was a market leader. This was because of the great connectivity 
implications for the poor who live in often slum townships with bad 
conditions, no phone landlines, electricity or running water. Suddenly they 
could communicate in a new, cost-effective way without needing access to 
the internet. And they could make business in new ways. The number of 
MPESA users is up from two million in 2008 to more than 27 million now.

Despite introducing more customer-centred schemes like E-Citizen, 
an unthinkable in 2016 suddenly threatened Safaricom’s path to success. 
From literally nowhere, and with no warning, the issues became possibly 
existential for the company after a potentially unfavourable internal audit 
was leaked to the press. Urgent efforts were needed to find solutions. 

‘I was being labelled a thief!’ was how the CEO Bob Collymore described 
the new unthinkable. He conceded that under one telco bundle, ‘it was 
not a deliberate attempt to steal, but the fact is we were stealing because 
we were taking money for things which people weren’t using.’145 Account 
holders from the millennial generation accused Collymore of running a 
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telco which was exploiting them by charging far too much for data and 
connectivity. At least that was their view. And they would not be budged 
in their beliefs and perceptions. They were determined that Safaricom 
would pay a high price for its image being portrayed in the Kenyan media 
as a digital, financial rapist. 

Safaricom’s executives realised that their brand was in danger of being 
trashed within weeks, possibly just days. The unthinkable was that 
Safaricom had failed to understand the very different moral compass 
of the next generation. And that generation was angry. Not only did the 
millennials and Generation 3.0 view Safaricom as ‘the brand of their 
parents’ which was out of touch with them. They were alienated and 
had very different views to Safaricom’s board and shareholders about 
what the telco’s purpose and values should be. They view a mobile phone 
as a right that should project high social values, not just a product and 
convenience. 

The company’s executives described to us how they were wrong-footed. 
They found themselves shocked by how out of touch they were. The speed 
of millennial anger unhinged them and forced on them a ‘grieving process’. 
While older and traditional customers were always ‘just satisfied’ and ‘for 
years Safaricom could do no wrong’, in comparison ‘the expectations 
of the new generation are raw’, Charles Wanjohi, head of Consumer 
Segments Marketing told us. ‘Everyone was quite shocked.’ Safaricom 
was ‘not just a company for older people’. It made executives suddenly feel 
‘quite uncomfortable’ with a new imperative to be ‘humble’ and not to 
believe they knew everything – the attitude of millennials proved they did 
not. ‘When you are successful you lose touch with your consumers.’ 

This fitted a pattern of a new assertiveness and alienation by youth 
which had already been identified by Kenya’s Strathmore Business 
School. But few in corporates or government gave its findings the time 
of day, let alone considered their profound implications. Trust is just 
not there. Even the Skiza music site, which Safaricom set up to promote 
musicians and help them with income, had become tainted by suspicions. 
Musicians claimed they ‘were being screwed’ because Safaricom was 
making money from the site, and that was money due to them. 
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Overall, the next generation viewed Safaricom as screwing them 
financially. The telco should not be pursuing profit at any cost. It 
should have an indispensable role and value as a service to society, not 
as a profit-generator for investors and shareholders. So it should not be 
‘stealing’ the hard-earned cash of young people who regard a phone and 
its services like SMS texts as indispensable as human rights. The idea that 
profit was needed to invest in the next generation of digital equipment to 
ensure wider and more reliable coverage was not seen as relevant. 

‘They steal our shillings,’ was the common millennial view. And we heard 
it loud and clear when two dozen of them came together at our request to 
share their views of Safaricom in an atmosphere that was dressed down and 
cool.146 ‘I was negative, completely,’ complained Stephen. ‘Safaricom is seen 
as a disappointment,’ said Pinto. ‘A bit stingy,’ said Ian. ‘Annoying,’ said 
Dennis. ‘Expensive’ with the aim to ‘catch out youth’ using ‘bundles I could 
not afford’, said Christine. None of the millennials had a positive view.

As revenues first spluttered then fell, Safaricom realised it had to move 
fast. It labelled what was unravelling as a ‘setback’. But how to react to 
this unthinkable? What to do? There was no guarantee that any fall from 
grace could be reversed. The telco could not assume it had some sacred 
right to exist. Was it conceivable that the backlash by digital millennials 
could destroy the company?

Potentially it could become existential for the business. So the telco 
could not ignore the millennial anger and dismiss it as some kind of 
temporary blip. There was a danger that blogs and tweets would kill the 
Safaricom brand irreversibly. And the reality was suddenly becoming 
much worse with a brutally targeted media campaign against Collymore 
and his new wife, Wambui Kamiru. Unidentified campaigners described 
as twitter ‘trolls’ started blaming the CEO’s new marriage for the ‘fast-
depleting data bundles’. One named as Towett with the handle @Dmx254 
tweeted that ‘#BeforeWambuiMarriedBob I used to spend 10 bob for 
unlimited texts all day, now I use the same 10 bob for 200 texts per day.’ @
DenoDNB tweeted ‘Data was a bit lasting #BeforeWambuiMarriedBob.’147 

How did Safaricom respond to this unthinkable that young customers 
– the future – were turning against the company for changing its data 
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charges, and even that its CEO’s marriage had somehow led him to screw 
those with mobile phones for more money?

At high speed in May 2016, it created what it christened its BLAZE 
initiative for 18- to 26-year-olds. In Kenyan patois, ‘blaze’ is colloquial 
for ‘What’s happening?’ The aim was to create a new buzz for the 50% of 
Kenyans who are under 26. ‘BLAZE celebrates the young’ is the opening 
catchline on its web site alongside a smiling drummer and hyper-energetic 
skate boarder or rapper. ‘Those on the road not taken are now our hope. We 
celebrate their passion, and its effect on the world around us. This is Blaze.’148 

A million young Kenyans come onto the job market each year. Most 
– 80% – never have regular employment. Their life is a daily scrounge. 
‘Our millennials are hustling for a living, they have zero prospect of a 
job, almost zero,’ Bob Collymore underlined.149

 But they aspire to make an impact with creative purpose. For all of 
them – however poor and struggling – their lifeline to hope is their 
mobile phone regardless of how battered and ageing the device is. 

In a blunt recognition of everything the millennials blame it for, 
BLAZE describes itself as ‘more than a tariff. … We realised that a 
tariff alone wouldn’t cut it.’ Instead BLAZE would be a ‘whole new 
youth network powered by Safaricom’ which ‘supports unconventional 
journeys to success, and will empower youth through Be Your Own Boss 
[BYOB] Summits, Boot Camps and [a] TV show’. The main principle? 
‘You can do – and be – so much more than any other network allows.’

Why did Safaricom leaders come up with this bold concept to ensure 
its survival? Panic, confided one. ‘We know that your needs are different. 
How? You told us!’ says the online blurb. Within weeks BLAZE, had a 
million millennials signed up as subscribers. By mid 2018 there were 1.9 
million. It was set up by a new generation of Safaricom millennials – 
‘created for young people by young people’. They were hired specially as 
‘guys in campus’ and ‘young entrepreneurs’ to ‘join the corporate race’ 
in order to relate to the next generation and its deep disillusionment with 
the company. Mentors – young people who have made or are making it to 
success like that drummer or young entrepreneurs – would help energise 
and focus both the new possibilities and ambitions of BLAZERS.



Thinking the Unthinkable

74

To all outsiders, the company’s image had to be changed rapidly. 
For insiders, Safaricom management and executive attitudes had to 
be transformed. There could be no ifs or buts. This was hyper-urgent. 
‘We had to be comfortable within our own skins,’ said Sylvia Mulinge, 
Director for Consumer Business who had to make BLAZE work. 
‘Customers are getting angrier and angrier.’ They related their empty 
pockets to Safaricom. Sylvia recalled how one customer said ‘My money 
is disappearing. Safaricom must be stealing from me.’ The BLAZE 
generation ‘saw Safaricom getting big at their expense’. 

There could be no corporate dithering because of the existential 
threat to the business from unthinkables. It was as serious as that. If 
Safaricom could not reliably restore the confidence and loyalty of the 
next generation – their future clients and business bedrock – then it must 
be assumed that the company’s previously buoyant outlook, built on the 
pioneering brilliance of M-PESA, could fast become bleak. 

For starters, the company refunded one million shillings because 
‘reputation trumps revenue every day’. Then it quickly took a strategic 
view that the new BLAZE project must be about building a much broader, 
compelling relationship with the next generation. It had to go far deeper 
and wider than just the cost of data bundles. BLAZE set out to appeal to 
youth in Kenya who ‘are very talented and often passionate and ambitious 
about life’. That is how the new online BLAZE site described the come-on 
to the next generation. But ‘passion and talent are not always enough to get 
ahead in life. Sometimes you need more. You need training, mentorship, 
funding, planning, networking and discipline (amongst other things).’ 

The bold Safaricom initiative was high risk. It could be likened to a 
commitment to a form of social engineering. There could easily be a 
blowback of even-deeper suspicion and resentment. For a telco this was 
remarkable: as remarkable as creating a new money transfer service ten 
years earlier which took this telco into creating a new form of banking, 
first in Kenya then across much of Africa. ‘To be successful, you need 
to have a plan. A plan for yourself, your brand, your passion and your 
business. As BLAZE, we believe that you have something within you that 
can be great, and we want to offer you the tools and avenues that will 
teach and enable you to make a solid plan for your life. A plan that will 
get you where you want to be,’ was Safaricom’s bold promise. 
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So what offering would entice the disillusioned and sceptical youth 
to be convinced by Safaricom? It had to be more than being loved for 
organising a concert. ‘They said: “Sure, thanks. But I am not going to 
love you because of that,”’ Collymore told this us.150 The engagement 
had to be ‘relevant’ and ‘deeper than that’. It must be an all-in package: 
‘BLAZE enables the Youth to get access to the “Be Your Own Boss” 
mentorship summits, shop with BLAZE Bonga, buy more affordable 
bundles with Create Your Plan, and stand a chance to participate in the 
new weekly, one-hour BYOB TV show.’ 

There was no room for complacency or self-congratulations. Executives 
knew they did not have the luxury of time. To maintain the company’s 
brand, the BLAZE initiative had to be constantly updated, modified and 
reconfigured. 

Is BLAZE working?

‘Without BLAZE things would be much worse,’ said Sylvia Mulinge, 
Director for Consumer Business,151 who was given the daunting task 
of making BLAZE work. But nothing could be taken for granted. 
Improvement is balanced on a knife edge. ‘We must now accept it as a 
fact of life and live with the damage. [At least] “brand love” from youth is 
improving. The danger is that if two or three complain, then it becomes a 
mass complaint. We are held hostage by just two or three people.’ 

The two dozen millennials we met were all newly sceptical and 
resentful Safaricom customers. They sat amidst a mix of mentors, 
business people and executives. Do the next generation expect Safaricom 
to provide its telco services for something close to free? No. ‘They want 
honest, value-based pricing. They do not want it to be free.’ At least ‘as 
they get older they become more accepting’ of how much needs to be 
charged for data and services.

What about the embedding of a new BLAZE generation of millennials 
inside the company? Here is a selection of the kind of descriptions our 
study heard in their Nairobi headquarters.152 ‘They want to work with 
people who believe in them … both motivating and frustrating, but less 
fearful … exhausting and very smart. … They want to make an impact 
in the world. … Keeping up with their language is a basic challenge! … 
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It is very difficult to motivate them with incentives. No cars! They don’t 
want to have a car.’

And how do they fit in to a corporate environment which had never 
given their generation such a core role and responsibility? ‘They struggle 
in a bureaucratic organisation,’ said Sylvia Mulinge. This, in its own 
way, signals a future problem for every company: how to keep the next 
generation – which instinctively does not like much of what they see and 
experience inside – on the books. 

And what about the Safaricom executives and managers who have 
experienced the corporate invasion of their company by the digital 
ninjas? 

‘All executives are being mentored,’ says Bob Collymore, the CEO. 
‘They have to sit there two hours a month listening to the digital ninjas. 
They always say I am the dumbest person in the room!’ And the ninjas 
do not hold back from their core message. There has to be new purpose 
and values. Overall: ‘You have to hang out with the right people. If you 
hang out with thieves you become a thief!’

Above all, the human principles for being a leader have been flipped ‘We 
have changed the way we run the company fundamentally,’ said Charles 
Wanjohi, Head of Consumer Segments Marketing. They realised ‘Safaricom 
needs to be more than a business’, no longer is the principle one of ‘top-
down’. It has to be inclusive, including from the bottom up, plus embracing 
of the next generation as a core part of decision-making. After all, they are 
the new customer base. ‘Now there must be young people in the room for 
there to be sign off. As a corporate executive, I am not used to this level of 
engagement with customers,’ said Peter Kucia, Brand Assets Manager. 

No one expects perfection. But decline and the populist millennial 
perception of Safaricom and their executives being ‘thieves’ has been 
arrested. Keys to maintaining momentum in the following months 
would be courage, humility, flexibility and above all the fullest possible 
sensitivity to the new reality that things will never be as even the top 
executives had known and assumed. 

Has the BLAZE initiative had the business impact needed on the 
next generation? Peter Kucia says the data shows ‘more are willing to 
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give Safaricom a chance’ because of the impact of BLAZE. And the 
millennials? Here are some views from our two hour hang out together. 
No one was gushing, of course. That’s not the way things ever are! But 
the dial was moving towards positive, even if the direction could not 
be taken for granted. On the plus side, Alex said: ‘If a company seems 
to be helping you, then you feel more positive. They are not just out to 
get your money.’ Dennis said: ‘They have done a good job with BLAZE. 
[But] I want an unlimited, affordable package.’ Ian said: ‘There was 
suspicion of BLAZE as a PR stunt. When BLAZE came out people did 
think as positively as they could.’ Another said: ‘You are listening to us. 
We like your packaging.’ Yet the negatives persist. Pinto, a firm sceptic 
from the start, still dismissed Safaricom as ‘opportunist’. Dennis said: 
‘People expected more when Blaze came out.’ Christine warned: ‘Too 
many expected more for them. They expected much more.’ Rita said: 
‘Safaricom are still not trying their best.’ One student said: ‘I am still 
sceptical: as a student I don’t earn money.’ Alan said: ‘Before BLAZE I 
was sceptical about Safaricom. … I thought Blaze was a way for Safaricom 
to get deeper into our pockets.’ But he would not commit more positively.

Would any favourable impact be enduring? Would the ‘thief ’ accusations 
vaporise? It was the obvious, first and vital question. Nothing could be 
taken for granted, especially in this new market. As Stephen warned, 
‘loyalty is temporary’. Which prompted another vital question: could a 
newly embedded change in executive mindset, culture and behaviour 
remain smart and flexible enough? 

 Safaricom discovered the hard and unexpected way that the tension 
between millennial expectations and corporate realities is brutal. If the 
next generation of digital ninjas wanted the ‘human right’ of contracts 
that provide unlimited data and streamed video 24/7, then Safaricom 
had to invest and give it to them. That required revenue and cash to fund 
new technology right across Kenya. It was a sobering reality which the 
millennials who labelled Safaricom as thieves took time to come to terms 
with. Most still viewed the business priority of holding cash to invest in 
upgraded systems as akin to theft. 

Yet at least they now realised that Safaricom was willing to be much 
more than just a telco corporate cash cow. ‘We want the young to see us 
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as more than a telecoms company,’ said Yvonne Achieng, Youth Segment 
Manager. By 2018, the number signed up to BLAZE was still rising well 
beyond 1.9 million. Regional BLAZE ‘youth empowerment’ summits 
every few months were oversubscribed. There was a core theme: GRIT 
– Greatness Requires Internal Toughness. On platforms as mentors were 
musicians, a fashion blogger, film directors, videographers, comedians, 
actors, a bicycle manufacturer and an agribusiness entrepreneur. At least 
93,000 BLAZERS experienced the new opportunities of summits and 
boot camps being opened up for them. Some 2.2 million shillings was 
donated to startup ventures. 

BLAZERS got what they wanted: a ‘portfolio that allows users to 
control how much they spend on voice, data and SMS each time they 
purchase airtime’.153 Safaricom had to ‘encourage a more intimate 
understanding of our customers’ needs’. So despite the corporate fear in 
2016, numbers kept rising. Revenues were up 14.8% in 2017, the customer 
base was up 11.8% and the number of mobile data customers was up 
16.6 million.154 The revenue per customer was up too. It was a fuelled by 
a spirit of ‘transformation’ which resulted in a ‘Year of Strong Financial 
Performance’.155 

But more bold innovation, experimentation and risk-taking would be 
needed to ensure that the old normal and assumptions did not return 
to haunt Safaricom’s prospects. As executives told this study: ‘Bob 
[Collymore, the CEO] will always ask: does it address customers? Is it 
what the customers need?’ 

These are two questions that were barely asked until BLAZE had to be 
created at high speed to re-light Safaricom’s corporate flame in mid 2016. 
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