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'Why graduates are choosing ! =-~~:~:~':eYfl=~: 
Networked isolation in Uganda modern social life in a. • nl.. i with algoritiuns, betting offers 

Digital isolation and mental health 

youth-dominated country is shaped by constant visibility tikto k, a bettIng and 0 In e gIgS 'I no long-term security, and on-
and platfonn-mediated interaction../ I line gigs lack social protection 

Continuous connection does not automatically produce or career growth. A generation 
deeper social competence, and wpat appears to be socialis- When the Natioruu Resistan~e ! i that invested years in education 
ing often functions as networking: visibility, strategic con-, Movement came to power m f i now survives on precarious in-
tact, and transactional positioning rather than sqstained re- 1986 under President Museveni, i I come streams. 
lational depth. This shift affects mental health,education, Uganda's higher education I i Recently,PresidentMuseveni, 
economic stability,and civic participation. ~ landscape was small and elite. ! I together with his daughter Na-

, In Uganda, theSe dynamics became visible when public In- Makerere University dominated I I tasha Karugire, hosted a meet-
ternet access waS temporarily suspended during the Janu- the academic space. University J '0 'II' ing with content creators led by 
ary 2026 General Election, exposing how embedded digital educa:tlen was limited 'to a i - Y Isaac Katende,popularlyknown 
communication has become in pSychological and social life. ' relatively small segment of ! - • - I as Kasuku. At the gathering, a 

Inpre-digital societies, socialisation occurredthroUgh the population, and for many i -" I piedgeofShs5 billion in govern-
prolonged interaction within stable physical communi- gr ad u ate 5', em p I 0 ym e n t I i ment support for content crea-
ties.Families,schools,religious institutions, workplaces:and contracts folloWed shortly after j I tors was announced. The ges-
neighboUrhooas provided structured environments where graduation. I - I ture signalled official recpgni-
trust,accountabih1y and conflict resolution developed Four decades later, the I I tion of the digital economy's 
through repetition and consequence. - landscape has changed I growinginfluenee. 

Digitalnetworksprioritiselowentry'cOstandeasyexit dramatically. As of 2026, I i How~er,such pledges, while 
Platforms reward reach and'immediacyratherthan conti- Uganda, has over 40 pu~lic I. _ I welcome, address symptoms 
nuit¥ Connections ~d rapiilly but often lack the dura- and private-universities: Each 1 ' ratherthan structural causes.Fi-

-. tiQ.n~t,{:tbU11d"dtirablebelujs.Exposureincreases;yet .year, thousands of graduates i ! nancial envelopes and tempo-
relational mastery may weaken.1be netwotkedmodelre- . enter the job market,-but the , I rary grants may provide short-
duces barriers and expands access to opportunity.MargiJ?- economy has not expanded fast ! tenn reliet: but they do not re-
alised individuals andintroverts can enter spaces tha(were enough to absorb them. Formal !I ' solve the underlying mismatch 
once restrictive. . jobs are not commensurate I I betweeneducationoutputand 

Ment<!! health datain Uganda requires careful interpreta- with the number of graduates, ; I job creation. Without broader 
tion.A2021systetrulticreviewandmeta-analysisestimates leaving a gr:owing population I I economic reforms,industrial 
that approximately 24.2 percent-of adults and 22.9 percent of educated yet underemployed j I expansion and transparent em-
of children may experience diagnosable mental health con- youth in a harsh labour market j HoweveI;afragil~ business envi- tle financial stability. i ployment systems, the cycle is 
ditions within a population ofroughly 51-52 million. These . The shift from scarcity. to sur- ! ronment marked by high taxes, Sports betting shops, once I likely to continue. 
figures include untreated cases.and u.nderreportingdriven plus in higher education waS ';r' ~~ted credit, econoinic insta- scattered sparsely across towns, I Uganda's young Populati9n 
byst:igrna;limited services, and diagilostic barriers. hailed as progress; with wid- i :bility and weak,policy support now dot nearly every trading I remains one of its greatest as-
''IheyindicatesUbstantialunmetneed ratherthanuni- er access and more families ~ forcesmanytocollapsewithina centre. University graduates I sets.TheenergydrivingTikTok 

versa! clinical illness. Mental health challenges affect rela- sending children to university. I year. SUrvival requires resilience ' line up alongside casual labour- I channels, online platforms and 
tionships, academic perfonnance,and workforce participa- However, university expansion I and capital that most young en- ers, hoping that statistical pre- ! small enterprises reflects cre-
tion.Anxiety and depression correlate with withdrawal,im- was not matched by industrial ! trepreneurs lack. dictions or luck might supple- ativity and resilience howev-
pairedconcentration,reducedproductivity,andabsentee- growth or private sector absorp- i Faced with shrinking fonnal ' ment dwindling income. The I er creativity alone cannot sub-
isll!:....-. __ _ _ ~ _ .. _ __ __ _ ___ ' t!s>!!:..The imbalance E visible in L employment and unstabl~ ~~tting in_d~ feeds on aspi:.~ st!..tute for c0l!lpre~eI}Sive eco-= 

On January 13, the Uganda Communications Commis- Kampala and other urban cen- ' trepreneurship,a growing num- ration and desperation in equal nomic planning. 
sion ordered a temporary nationwide suspension of pub- tres, where graduates endlessly ber of graduates have turned to ' measure. While a few win, the The rise of the side-hustle gen-
lic internet access and selecte9 mobile services ahead of the search for scarce opportunities. what has become known-as the majority cycle through losses eration is both a testament to 
general elections,citing national security and misinforma- In a limited job market, com- , side-hustle economy. TikTok t that deepen financial insecurity. . adaptability and a warning 
tion concerns. Social media,messaging applications,and petition has intensified. Many content creation, sports betting ' Online gigs, including remote sign. It highlights ambition con-
general browsing were blocked, while essential institutional ' young Ugandans quietly argue t and online freelancing are no data entry, digital marketing strained by limited opportuni-
connectivity remained operational. The disruption revealed that connections matter more ' longer fringe activities. They are and freelance design, offer an- ty. As universities continue to 
reliance on continuous conn&:tivity.Reports of isolation, than qUalifications;Securing mainstream survival strategies. other avenue. The global digital graduate thoUsands each year, 
anxiety, and helplessness reflected expectations that com- employment in certain sectors TikT6k,in particular,has trans- economy promises borderless the country faces a defining 
munication should remain uninteriupted. For individuals is widely perceived to favour formed into an informal la- opportunity,butaccessdepends challenge: trarisforroingeduca-
managing stress or mental health conditions, digital plat- those with government ties or bour market. Young Ugandans · on reliable internet, specialised tion into sustainable employ-
forms oftenfunction as support networks. the financial ability to navigate pro!iuce comedy skits, politi- skills and international pay- ment rather than leaving a gen-

Their sudden removal reduced coping resoUItes and in- -COmlpt systems. For those with- cal commentary, dance videos ment systems. Competition is eration to hustle indefinitely in 
tensified distress. Families separated geographically lost pri- out such advantages, the path and lifestyle content in hopes of global, not local. Ugandan grad- search of stability. 
mary communication channels, while infonnational vacu- narrows considerably. monetisingviews and-brand en- uates find themselves bidding 

, un1s amplified uncertainty and rumours. Some graduates turn to entre- · dorsements. For some, content against freelancers from across 
---*-Eau cation systems-increasuigIy depend on -digtw toolS - preneurSliiP:1au:nCliliig retail---r-creatlon proVl es mo est out confinents, often <liiVfug pnces-Eawari:fKazibwe, 

for reseail!h, collaboration, and assignment submission. The shops, online boutiques, deliv- consistent income. For many down to unsustainable levels. political analyst 
shutdo'wninterrupted e-Iearningplatforms and communi- ery ventures and tech start-ups. others,it offers exposure but lit- The sustain ability of the 
cation between students and instructors,increaSing stress 
and risking declines in perfonnance. 

Economic activity also stalled. Digital visibility,mobile ft­
nance,gig work', and supply chain coordination rely on con­
nectivity.Loss of access disrupted income and heightened 
insecurity. Civic life depends on open channels for debate 
and mobilisation. Restrictions during politically sensitive 
periods weaken civic infrastructure and can reduce institu­
tional trust. The shutdown illustrates the entanglement of 
technology,psychology, and governance. 

Networked social life expands access and flexiQility yet cre­
ates structural vulnerabilities. Abrupt disconnection expos­
es dependence and reveals fragility in contemporary social 
systems. Addressing mental health in this context requires 
more than clinical services. Strengthened offline Support 
structures that encourages human to human connection, 
digital literacy that distinguishes connection from relation­
al depth, and policies that safeguard communication chan­
nels are central, especially for underage citizens. 

Educational practices must cultivate resilience across both 
digital and physical enviIpnments. Connectivity is now so­
cial,psychological,and economic infrastructure. Fluency in 
networking does not guarantee competence in sustaining 
relationships. Uganda's experience demonstrates both the 
necessity and vulnerability of digital systems, underscoring 
the need to integrate social resilience into technological and 
political planning. 

Bagalaaliwo M De'Semaline 
1. 

How are you contributing to the local tech industry? 

ElVis Kadama, 
Techpreneur 
I established an agritech s0-

cial business in 2022 called 
Essymart that provides an 
e-commerceplatfonn which 
extends technology to furm­
ers and it enables them ac­
cess quality inputs from the 
platfonn. 

zacharia Nangai, 
Techpreneur 
I established Mcrowest, an 
e-commerce platfonn work­
ing with furmers in Mbale, 
Soroti and Bukedi region 
serving 12,000 furmers help­
ingthem to get inputs,advi­
sory services,markets and 
technol~ 

JunShiomitsu, 
JICA Taskforce 
We have an annual Japa­
nese technology confer­
ence where we bringtogeth­
erinnovators to showcase 
their technology. But it will 
be hard for Uganda to pres­
ent the technology as ICf 
projects. 

Andrew Ruyoka, 
Commissioner, mCf 
Uganda Institute ofInforma­
tion,Communication Tech­
nology and JlCA have an leT 
industry promotion project 
to promote entrepreneurs 
with leT products that can 
be exported mainly to Ja­
pan. 
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