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Abstract: Informal employment provides livelihood opportunities to millions 
worldwide. In Chipata District, Zambia, young men devised a livelihood 
strategy of hauling passengers on their bicycles to different destinations for 
cash. This social phenomenon has not received scholarly attention in Zambia. 
This study therefore, intending to bridge the scholarly gap, explored 
immediate and life-long benefits including the associated challenges faced by 
‘power pedal’ boys in their biking business. The study used qualitative 
research approach. The study was conducted between January and March in 
Chipata District, Zambia among 15 riders aged between 18 and 40 years. The 
study found that economic and social survival and the desire to break the 
enchantment of drug and substance drove many young men to take up the 
biking occupation. The study also found that riders were constantly hedged in 
by threats of robbery, violence, theft and accidents. The study recommends 
for protection of riders and other informal employees. The study also 
recommends financial literacy to riders. 
Key words: informal, rider, occupation, transport, economic, social 
 

1.  Introduction 

 African countries are among the fastest growing in the world1. Accelerated economic development of the last two 

decades has transformed major African cities into networks of tarred roads interlaced with modern high-rise buildings 

spread everywhere. This is a fundamental shift indeed from the once unsightly sprawling dangerous abandoned vast 

wooded areas of the 20th century. Despite the recent gained positive transformation, one challenge that has fastened itself 

to the African continent like a perpetual badge is the problem of youth unemployment. It is hardly surprising that jobs and 

opportunities for young people are consistently at the top of the development agenda in virtually every country in Africa1. 

The problem of youth unemployment constantly reminds African governments about the need to do more2.  

 
 Youths are defined  as people between the ages of 15-35 years3.  In Africa, the population structure resembles an 

Egyptian pyramid, with a narrow top and a wide base. The wide base is Africa’s “youth bulge” 1. Many young people in 

Africa have little or no skills and are therefore largely excluded from a productive economic and social life4. Due to lack of 

a good education and matching skills, youths engage in inferior jobs for their own survival. Youth unemployment in 

Zambia is among the major challenges not only to the government and policy makers but also to the Zambian society in 

general and to many families in particular. With high poverty rates in the country most of the families have high 

expectation of their children to find jobs and contribute to the family development5.  A study conducted in Zambia 

explored an array of activities which young men in Lusaka, Zambia performed for their economic and social survival. 

These worked as ‘car watchers’, as ‘call boys’ and as ‘loaders’ at the Inter-city Bus Terminus and City market in the city of 

Lusaka. They also worked as ‘helper boys’ in construction work.  Young women engaged in casual work as domestic 

servants, child minders, bar maids and waitresses6. All these jobs are classic of the informal economy. Scholars have 

grappled to find the precise definition of Informal Economy. Schneider (2002)’s definition of.. any economic activity or 
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source of income that is not subject to government regulation, taxation or observation 7 is reflective of the situation on the 

ground. In many developing countries, self-employment comprises a greater share of informal employment than wage 

employment. Specifically, self-employment represents 70% of informal employment in Sub-Saharan Africa8. Some 

scholars argue that in developed countries as well, poorer populations are more likely to engage in informal work9. The 

term informal sector or informal economy is derived from the two publications from Hart (1973)’s10 article and the 

International Labour Organization (1972)11’s report 12. 

 

 As observed from above, Zambia is a developing economy. Due to limited opportunities for young men to secure 

jobs, many of them, especially in Chipata district- Zambia, use bicycles for transporting people to various destinations as a 

means to earn a living. ‘Power pedal’ boys who cycle passengers around are regarded as survivalists entrepreneurs13 as 

they conduct their business as a solution for unemployment problems14. Those working in the informal economy work in 

unregulated and unprotected environments that not conducive to business15. Biking business as a recognized public 

transport emerged in Chipata during the early 200016. Mulenga (2015)’s study focused on bicycle accidents in Chipata 

District. No study has been conducted to explore the on-the-spot and lifelong socio-economic benefits captivating many 

young men to join biking as a livelihood opportunity for their survival.   

 

2. Materials and Methods 

 

Study Design:    The study used explorative research design. In order to collect rich data, the study utilized qualitative 

research approach. 

Study Location:      The study was conducted in Chipata District, Zambia.  

Study Duration:     It was conducted between October 2021 and May, 2022 

Sample size       :  15 bikers who transport passengers in Chipata District.  Morse (2000) argues that since qualitative 

inquiries collects huge amounts of data from each participant, then fewer participants are needed17. 

Sample size calculation : The sample was purposively selected by virtue of their capacity to provide richly-textured 

information, relevant to the phenomenon under investigation18. 

Subjects and selection method : The sample was drawn from a population of bikers estimated to be at 100 bikers. 

 

Inclusion criteria 

1. Only male bikers engaged in the business of hauling passengers 

2. Only bikers who were available and willing to participate in the study 

Exclusion criteria 

1. Female bikers 

2. Male bikers not available or not willing to participate in the study 

Procedure Methodology 

 It is important to note that the researchers deliberately employed bicycles as means of transport to run errands to 

extended destinations back and forth within Chipata district. The objective was to secure sufficient time for engaging 

cyclists so that they share their biking business story in detail. Each conversation could take nearly an hour for one 

complete trip. The researchers received overwhelming support as all the cyclists hired were willing to tell their story. The 

conversation would begin with the researchers asking to be taken to particular destinations. At first researchers could go 

with whoever stepped up faster. It was observed that younger cyclists responded faster. This was a threat to the study as the 

sample was destined for unbalanced age sets. Older cyclists displayed a cool, calm demeanour; they would never elbow 

their way to the customer. They waited for the customer to choose them. There was a risk that older cyclists   would be 

under represented in the sample. To deal with this sampling bias, the researchers could grab the opportunity to choose who 

to take them based on ‘perceived age as a biomarker for biological age’19. Conversations would begin with introductions 

and an explanation on the purpose of the study. After verbal informed consent, permission was sought to use phones for 

recording conversations. 

 

3. Results  
 

 The sample consisted of 15 male cyclists whose age ranged between 18–40 years.  None of the participants declined 

to participate in the study. Years of biking stretched between 6months and 13years. In terms of education status, older 

cyclists (those between 36 and 40 years-were 4) gave a history of going up to the level of grade 9. Younger cyclists (those 

between 18 and 35 were-11) on the other hand reported of having gone up to grade 12 but did not perform well. Only 1 

participant from the latter group reported to be at a Trades School pursuing a Crafts certificate. The researchers identified a 

common theme among cyclists. 90% of them reported to have had started their career as dependents staying at an elder 

sister, auntie, elder brother or friend’s home. In order for them to contribute food and rentals they sought the   city’s 

entrepreneurial bourgeoisies owning and renting out bicycles to young men for a daily remittance sum of K15 ($1) to 

them. Cyclists reported faithful remittance and banking the remainder for themselves.  Out of what was banked, each 

managed to buy their own new bicycle after about 6 to 8 months.   
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Question: What Led You To Engage In The Biking Business? 

 

 The question was meant to understand the reasons behind participants’ entry into the biking business. The following 

themes emerged: for economic independence and as a strategy to avoid social vices.  

 

Economic independence 

 It was reported that the search for economic independence was the leading reason for the young men to join biking. 

Said one of them: 

 

 ‘I had completed high school. I needed pants, clothes and money but I had no job. You know the only way for 

people to respect a man is when he is economically independent. So that’s what made me to join my colleagues patronizing 

the bicycle rank’ (Participant, 24 years). 

 

The other cyclist reported the following: 

 

 ‘My elder sister is a widow with five children. I found her struggling to care for her children when I joined her from 

the village in May, 2016. I had failed grade nine examinations. My parents were too poor to take me back to school. A few 

days after joining my elder sister I observed that I needed to do something to help her and help myself economically. 

That’s how I asked around what I should do. I was advised to seek the attention of the bicycle owners. I submitted my 

Identification card, brought the owner to my elder sister’s home, signed a contract with him and that’s how it all started. 

From the remaining cash after daily remittance, I could assist my sister meet home needs as well as my own needs’ 

(Participant, 26 years).  

 

 Another young man shared a touching story.  He reported that he was staying with his auntie. One day his auntie got 

frustrated with him for doing nothing. In anger, she forced him out. He went to reside with his friend who was already in 

the biking business.  

 

 ‘When my friend observed that I had been chased, he took me in, introduced me to the bicycle and from then on, I 

have not depended on anyone. I have found economic freedom’ (Participant, 21 years).  

 

Strategy to avoid social vices 

 

 While economic independence stood out as the main reason for young men’s entry into the biking transporting 

industry, a few participants reported that their initial impulse was to escape social vices. These stated that they resided in 

slams where young men of their age abused alcohol, tobacco and other substances. To escape the black cloud of deviance, 

these young men sought refuge in the bicycle as reported by one young man: 

 

 ‘I reside in a compound that is a hot bed of all kinds of youth vices. It’s a breeding ground for all forms of social 

dissipation. Youths abuse tobacco, alcohol, glue, and drugs. They engage in casual sex and robbery. I didn’t want to 

destroy myself so I thought of finding something to do. Something to keep me busy from sun rise to sunset. Hence this 

bicycle’ (Participant 28 years).  

 

In describing what he had observed happening in his neighbourhood, one participant explained: 

 ‘The police are picking up and arresting deviant young men in our neighbourhood for theft, violence, possession and 

abuse of cannabis. I used the bicycle to flee from these things’ (Participant 23 years). 

 

Question: What are the immediate and long term socio-economic benefits a biker transporting people achieves in 

their career? 

 
 The purpose of this question was to gain clearer understanding of the instantaneous and lifelong benefits cyclists 

reaped prompting them to stay in the game. From the interviews, the following themes were generated: cash generation, 

family stability, social status, social relationships and housing. 

 

Cash generation 

 It was reported that for any trip made taking passengers to various destinations, the on-the-spot benefit was cash. 

Due to variation in geographical locations, prices for taking passengers using a bicycle varied from location to location. 

Distant places inaccessible by motor vehicles due to poor roads attracted a higher price. Payment was done upon reaching 

the destination. In other situations, passengers paid the accrued cash at the month end. 
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 ‘Whenever I leave home at 5 O’clock I know and my wife knows that at the close of each working day, I will have 

money in my pockets’ (Participant 32 years). 

 

Said another participant almost boastfully: 

 

‘Civil servants may get broke not so with us who do ‘ma delivery’ (Participant 33years). 

 

‘For every customer I carry using my bicycle it’s money. If I carry 10 per day then I have not less than K150 ($10) 

depending on the distances covered’ (Participant 35 years). 

 

Family stability 

 It was reported that most cyclists especially those who used their earned income wisely had stable marriages hence 

stable families. One young man aged 34 years had this to say: 

 

‘We may be poor without a car and a lot of cash but with a supportive wife our home environment is always peaceful’ 

(Participant 34 years). 

 

‘Whatever I make daily I show it to my wife. We plan together, share tasks and execute activities as a united family team. 

So I have no problem with my wife at all’(Participant 32 years). 

 

Social status 

 Under the concept of social status, it was reported that ‘pedal power boys’ felt satisfied to be called ‘ba ma delivery’ 

( one who transports people around using a bicycle) than to be called a drunkard, a cannabis addict, a robber, a thief and 

other labels which society used to categorize people. One cyclist aged 21 shared the following: 

 

‘No man or woman can call me a useless drunk, an addict or a robber. People call me ‘wa delivery’ which not offensive at 

all’ (Participant 21 years). 

 

 ‘My neighbours and my land lord choose respectful words when talking to me because they know I am not a useless 

junk’(Participant 31 years). 

 

Social relationships 

 One of the long term social benefits that accompanied cyclists in their business were social relationships they 

created and maintained over across the span of time. One man,   aged 38 explained: 

 

 ‘This business has enabled me to develop social ties with people I wouldn’t know and met. I have lots of friends 

among teachers, health workers, police officers. I also have friends among religious leaders and among business men and 

ladies’ (Participant 38 years). 

 

The other participant appreciated social relationships in the following terms. 

 

 ‘Our ancient men said to be known is far better than to be beautiful. So each time I ride a stranger I get to know 

them and they get to know me and this helps to put me on the spotlight in hospitals and schools. The teachers and health 

workers I have ridden with my bike will always come to my aid when I am in their territory’(Participant 36 years). 

 

A means to fulfil housing needs 

 
 It was widely reported even among cyclists even those who had entered the business months to a year before that the 

long term benefit of biking passengers was the prospective of securing  permanent housing.  Reported the oldest 

participant. 

 

 ‘It is from this business of cycling people for cash that within the last 13 years I have succeeded in securing a piece 

of land, built a permanent structure. As I am sharing with you, my family and I stay in our own house. I have electrified it 

and the toilets are waterborne. Great achievement isn’t it?’(Participant  40 years). 

 

Another participant echoed similar sentiments. 

 

 ‘My goal is to build my own house. I have a plot measuring 40m x 40m. I am now seriously working on securing 

building materials’ (Participant 37 years). 

 

Question: What challenges do you encounter in the course of riding passengers? 
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 This question was designed to find out challenges encountered by ‘power pedal’ boys in their business. The 

following themes were generated from the interviews held with participants: accidents, robbery and tempting women. 

 

Accidents 

 It was reported that the city had become so busy with increased number of vehicles, motorbikes, bicycles and 

pedestrians all of them clamouring for the same roads. Through this thick of things, some cyclists had been involved in 

fatal accidents. 

 

 ‘I make sure my bicycle is in tip top shape. I service it every week and ensures the front and rear brakes are intact 

because anything can happen at any time on the road. Colleagues who have displayed carelessness and a lack of judgement 

have lost their lives on the road’ (Participant 30 years). 

 

 ‘Sometimes as a cyclist you can be extremely careful on the road but you will find the taxi driver or a minibus driver 

cuts in when you least expect. So it’s important to be alert all the time’ (Participant 24 years). 

‘Last month one of our colleagues was bashed by a car at the robots. He died before reaching the hospital’ (Participant 29 

years). 

 

Robbery 

 It was disclosed that power pedal boys faced threats of robbery every day. Those who worked late hours- beyond 10 

O’clock in the night were at risk of being attacked in lonely bushy streets. 

 

 ‘Most of the cyclists hang their boots daily around 8 O’clock in the night because beyond 10 O’clock night time you 

have the potential of meeting thugs. A colleague was attacked by two men in a lonely street. Luckily, they failed to catch 

him. He used the pedal power to escape’ (Participant 32 years). 

 

Another participant explained: 

 ‘I was attacked by three men at about 1 O’clock. The robbers were determined to rob me of my bicycle. I was brave 

enough to with stand their threats. Before one of them hacked me with an axe I quick picked up a a rock from the ground 

and hurled it at the one who armed. I aimed at his faced but he turned sideways but the rock hit him hard knocking him 

down instantly. When his colleagues observed what had happened, they took off. That is how I also escaped leaving the 

wounded robber unconscious. When I went to check the following day I didn’t find him except for blood stains’ 

(Participant 37 years). 

 

Tempting women 

 Participants shared intriguing encounters with women. They stated that while civil servants, pupils, and prostitutes 

were regular passengers other women too topped the chart as passengers. In their cunning ways, some of the women posed 

as saints at the start of the journey. Upon arrival at their homes, they changed their story that they had no money for 

payment but were willing to pay through sex. 

 

 ‘You pick this woman and agree the price she should pay to cycle her to her home from the Central Business 

District. When you arrive at her home she tells you, I have no money to pay you. If you are a man come on let’s go inside 

you prove to me that you are a man’ (Participant 38 years). 

 

 Another participant reported that while society regarded women as tender hearted and faithful, he had encountered 

women who were crooks and full of lies.  

 

 ‘I carried a woman along the road into town. When we arrived, she tricked me by telling me that she was going at a 

filling station to change her largest note. I waited for her to come back but she never showed up. That is how I lost my 

money’ (Participant 37 years). 

 

4. Discussion 
 

 The informal sector provides employment to large proportions of people than the formal sector in low resource 

countries. Scholars link this discrepancy to the formal labour market’s failure to generate sufficient jobs to absorb a 

continuously growing workforce, particularly for unskilled labour in most developing countries8, therefore, those living in 

poverty are more likely to participate in the informal economy9. Scholars trace the origin of the term ‘informality’ from 

two researches analyzing employment situation in Kenya by the International Labour Organization and that by Hart 

(1973)10 of urban Ghana. The International Labour Organization (1972)11 described what constituted the informal economy 

as activities characterized by petty trading, street hawking, shoe-shining boys on the streets of big towns. The informal 

sector is structurally heterogeneous and comprises such activities as direct subsistence13.  
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 Hauling passengers using a bicycle for a livelihood opportunity is a classic informal employment which this study 

analyzed.  The study found that young men entered the business of biking passengers as self-employment to earn income 

and survive economic and social realities.  Said one participant, ‘I am not in formal employment but I have to feed my 

family, pay rentals  no wonder I decided to start biking passengers for cash (Participant 32 years). Brata (2010)’s study 

among Indonesia’s informal sector employees found that the informal sector in Indonesia was an important activity in the 

daily life of urban people as a source of employment and income14. A South African study found that the main reason for 

people to take up informal employment opportunities was for livelihood and income generation  as one of the participants 

in their study reported-  I want to survive in life. If I’m sitting at home I can’t survive…I’m trying to make a living’20......  

 

 This study also found that Pedal power boys conducted their biking business in an insecure environment 

characterized by threats of thefts, robberies and accidents. These findings support the findings of Mitullah (2003) in her 

study involving  Kenya, Cote D’ivoire, Ghana, Zimbabwe, Uganda and South Africa found that security is a major concern 

for  informal businesses. Those who conducted in the streets worried about their own security, and the security of their 

goods and customers. Citing the case study from South Africa - Johannesburg, 10 per cent of street traders had been 

assaulted, while 55 per cent had been robbed. In Uganda, pick pocketing and petty thieves were rampant in the streets of 

Kampala15. 

 

5. Conclusion 
 

 Informal employment is now the norm for most developing economies. The informal sector allows both men and 

women to innovate for survival. This study analyzed the most recent livelihood strategy introduced by young men in 

Chipata District- Zambia. It involves carrying passengers on the bicycle to destinations of their choice for cash. The study 

found that the principal reason for this entrepreneurial occupation was to earn income for survival. The study also found 

that the innovation was dogged by threats of accidents, thefts and robberies. 
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