Kenya's BPO sector poised for growth amid automation challenges
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Kenya’s Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) sector is currently experiencing a significant expansion, with projections indicating that revenues could reach approximately US $272.1 million by 2025, representing an annual growth rate of 5.96%. Furthermore, forecasts suggest that this market could see a spike in volume to an estimated US $343 million by 2029. The Kenyan government is backing this potential growth through initiatives aimed at creating one million jobs within the BPO and IT-enabled services (ITES) sectors over the next five years, catalysed by supportive policies and incentives.
As reported by Tech In Africa, the expansion of Kenya's BPO landscape faces challenges from the rising threat of automation. Research by Caribou and Genesis Analytics, in collaboration with the Mastercard Foundation, points out that positions related to Customer Experience—which constitute about 44% of current employment in the African BPO industry—are particularly susceptible, with nearly half of the associated tasks at risk of being automated. The research anticipates that by 2030, up to 40% of functions within Africa's tech outsourcing landscape, encompassing both BPO and ITES, may be automated. Alarmingly, only around 10% of tasks are considered fully resistant to automation. Consequently, the emphasis on strategic investments in artificial intelligence (AI) training and upskilling is viewed as pivotal to harnessing Africa's potential US $35 billion BPO market by 2028.
Rodwell Mangisi, the Director of Digital Economy Pan African Programs at the Mastercard Foundation, commented on the critical nature of these developments, stating, “Africa’s tech outsourcing industry is growing rapidly, adding new jobs and opportunities every year. As AI reshapes global business processes, Africa has the potential to lead by ensuring its workforce is AI-ready.” He highlighted the importance of targeted upskilling, especially for women and young professionals, to transform this growth into sustainable and high-value employment.
In tandem with these trends, AI technology is already infiltrating the BPO and ITES sectors within Africa, driving both efficiency and innovation. Tools such as ChatGPT, Microsoft Copilot, and in-house chatbots are being utilized by workers to enhance productivity and precision in various tasks, ranging from coding and content creation to customer service. This integration offers employees opportunities for career advancement, enabling transitions to more complex and rewarding roles.
Conversely, while the advancements in AI present numerous benefits, there are significant concerns regarding their impact on certain job roles, particularly those that represent entry-level positions. Currently, these roles make up around 68% of the BPO workforce, with more than half of their tasks vulnerable to automation. To address these challenges, experts stress the necessity for ongoing AI-driven training initiatives to facilitate transitions into higher-paying positions within fields such as cybersecurity, AI management, and data services.
Addressing the gender disparities in this evolving landscape, Charlene Migwe, Program Director at Caribou, noted, “Africa’s tech outsourcing sector is at a pivotal moment. With the right investments in skills development, ethical AI, and inclusive policies, we can transform the risks of automation into new opportunities for innovation and resilience.” The report underscores the urgency for equitable AI upskilling and reskilling schemes to mitigate the risks for historically underrepresented groups, particularly women and young workers.
As the BPO sector navigates these transformative times, the call for comprehensive and inclusive training that prepares the workforce for the future remains paramount. The combination of government initiatives, private investment in skills training, and the responsible application of emerging technologies will be essential as Kenya moves forward in harnessing the full potential of its BPO market while mitigating the inherent risks associated with automation.
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