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To the Editor 

LETTERS 

Understanding the 
mental health risks for 
youth in the digital age 

MEN r -A L 

H E A L T H 

It's election day and this time is traditionally marked by 
heightened political engagement across communities. Sea­
sons such as this often evoke intense emotions,fuelled by 
nonstop media coverage and continuous public discussions 
around political issues that directly affect individuals,fami­
lies,and communities nationwide. 

This period is unfolding within an expanded digital land­
scape that has transfonned the world into a virtual village. 
Uganda currently has an estimated 11.77 million social me­
diausers,accounting for approximately 24.6 percent of 
th~ population. A significant proportion of these users are 
young people, the most active demographic online.Accord­
ingtothe Uganda Communications Commission (UCC), 
more than 70 percent of Internet users in Uganda are aged 
bebNeen15 and 35 years .. 

Social media has become deeply embedded in every-
day life, particularly for Generation Z.Platforms such as Fa­
cebook,X (fonnerly Twitter),Instagram, TikTok,Snapchat, 
and YOltI'ube now playa central role in communication, so­
cial interaction,political engagement, and infonnation shar­
ing. Unlike previous election cycles, when citizens primar­
ily relied on a few television stations such as NTV and NBS, 
the current media environment is far more complex and im­
mersive. 

Rcfore government shutdoWn Internet services on Jan­
uary 13,stre<tIDing services, social media, and live online 
broadcasts were enabling individuals to have greater control 
over what they were consuming, while political actors were 
increasingly livestrearning campaigns to reach wider and 
younger audiences. . 

While this expanded digital engagement improved access 
to infonnation and participation,it also introduced signifi­
cant mental health risks. Reports of confrontations,harass­
ment, and incidents of violence circulating across digital and 
traditional media platforms have become common.Expo­
sure to sUch content, whether through social media feeds or 
televised news,can trigger anxiety, emotional distress, trau­
ma responses, and other mental health challenges,particu­
larly among 10ung people who consume this content repeat­
edly and in real time. 

-These risks should concern all stakeholders,regardless of 
political affiliation. Continuous exposure to violent imagery, 
hostile political messaging,misinfonnation,and emotion­
ally charged debates can overwhelm individuals,leading to 
heightened stress,fear,anxiety,and in some cases,symptoms 
associated with post-traumatic stress disorder. Young people, 
often referred to as Gen Z, whose emotional regul<rtion and 
coping mechanisms are still developing, are especially vul­
nerable. 

Media stakeholders, therefore,have a Critical responsibil­
ity to regulate and present content in ways that minimise 
psychological harm.At the same time,individuals must take 
proactive steps to protect their mental well-being. Practical 
strategies include avoiding distressing or inflammatory con­
tent,practicing self-care, and seeking professional or com­
munity-based mental health support when needed. 

Promoting responsible media consumption and prioritis­
ing psychological well-being is key to ensuring civic partici­
pation does not come at the cost of mental health, especially 
for Ugandan youth in this digital age. 

Ocen Daniel Comboni, 
Community Psychologist and student 
ofMSc in Mental Health, Ura University 
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LETTER OF THE DAY 

Should. we or should we not vote? 
The recent phone-call vote-seeking initi­

ative by the National Unity Platfonn (NUP) 
party has inadvertently provided a valua­
ble window into voter attitudes and how the 
electorate currently interprets the political 
moment. Beyond its immediate campaign 
purpose, the outreach, amplified by paral­
lel discussions on social media,has revealed 
a concerning trend: a significant number of 
Ugand<mS openly affirm that they do not'in­
tend to vote. 

The reasons offered are familiar and, to 
some extent, understandable. Some argue 
that presidential electoral outcomes are pre­
determined due to historical vote rigging 
and persistent irregularities. Others cite long 
queues,administrative inefficiencies,lost 
time, or the belief that elections yield no tan­
glble personal benefit. While these frustra­
tions reflect genuine shortcomings in Ugan­
da's electoral process, choosing not to vote is 
neither a solution nor a meaningful fonn of 
protest In reality,it is a silent surrender of civ­
ic power in a system that already thrives on 
public withdrawal. 

Concerns about electoral malpractice can­
not be dismissed lightly. Uganda's elector-
al history has been marked by allegations of 
irregularities, legal challenges and institu-

. tional wealmesses.However, disengagement 
does not correct these flaws,it compounds 
them.. Electoral manipulation thrives in en-. 
vironments oflow scrutiny and w;ak cit­
izen participation. High voter turfl.out, by 
contrast, raises the political cost ofmalprac­
tice,strengthens the evidentiary basis for le­
gal and civic challenges and reinforces both 
domestic and international pressure for re­
form.Abstention removes citizens from the 
very arena in which electoral integrity can be 
defended. 

The argument that the outcome is already 
known rests on a static view of politics that 
overlookS the cumulative nature of demo­
cratic processes.Politi£al change is rarely in­
stantaneous and almost never comfortable. 
Elections are not solely about immediate re­
gime change, they also generate political da­
ta,including tumoutlevels,regional voting 
patterns and margins that shape future strat­
egies, Opposition strength and institutional 
behaviour. A predictable outcome achieved 
amid mass participation carries different 
implications from one achieved amid wide­
spread apathy.The fonner reflects a politi­
cally engaged society; one that is watching, 
counting and demanding accountability, the 

latter signals resignation. It is resignation, 
not participation that entrenches electoral 
predictability. 

Long queues and logistical frustrations 
remain legitimate deterrents,particular-
ly in densely populated areas. But inconven­
ience alone has never been a sufficient jus­
tification for surrendering a constitution-
al right Political participation has histori­
cally demanded sacrifice, time and persis­
tence.Across the world,people have stood in 
far longer queues, under harsher conditions, 
sometimes at great personal risk, simply to 
have their voices counted. In Uganda's own 
history,the right to vote was not always guar­
anteed or meaningful To dismiss it today be­
cause it consumes a few hours is to underes­
timate its long-term value. 

The belief that voting offers no personal 
benefit reflects a narrow view of politics as a 
transactional exchange rather than a collec­
tive investment. Roads,schoo}s,healthcare 
systems, taxation policies,and even profes­
sional opportunities are all shaped-direct­
ly or indirectly-by political choices. While 
one vote may not immediately change an 
individual's circumstances, collective vot­
ing determines the policy environment in 
which everyone lives. Democracy was nev­
er designed to reward individuals instantly; 
it was designed to prevent long-term abuse 
and unchecked power. 

There is also a dangerous irony in non-par­
ticipation.Many of those who decline to vote 

are often the most vocal critics of govern­
ance failures. Yet criticism without partici­
pation lacks moral force. One cannot reason­
ably demand accountability from a system 
they refused to engage with when given the 
opportunity. Voting is not an endorsement of 
perfection; it is an assertion ofresponsibility. 

Importantly, voting is not just about the 
presidency. Parliamentary and Local Gov­
ernment elections directly affect communi­
ty-level decisions, budget allocations,service 
delivery, and oversight. These positions are 
often decided by slim margins.In such races, 
individual votes matter far more than peo­
pIe assume. 
Ultima~democracy does not collapse 

overnight; it erodes gradually when citi­
zens disengage. Electoral flaws are not cor­
rected by apathy but by sustained participa­
tion, documentation and pressure. Choos­
ingto vote under imperfect conditions is not 
an endorsement of those imperfections,it is 
an assertion of civic responsibility and polit­
ical agency. 

Today; voting should not be seen as an act 
of blind optimism, but ofresponsibility.A ra­
tional commitment to remain visible, count­
ed, even when the system seems flawed. The 
alternative,silence through abstention,has 
never produced accountability,refonn or . 
meaningful change.As you were. 

Simon P. Bbaale, 
p.simon.bbaale@gmail.com 

What factors influence your choice for a presidential candidate? 

Francis Okidi, Graphic 
designer.! stinted voting in 
2006 for the current president 
because he gave us free 
educations but now we need 
more vocational schools to 
acquire skills that can employ 
us. 

Benard Owmyi,Barber 
I am happy that President 
Museveni removed 
graduated tax and provided 
free education, but we need 
help to find right jobs or be 
given startup capital instead 
ofbeing employed, I need my 
own tools. 

Eric Opoka, Artiste 
President Museveni gave us 
freedom to venture out into 
different businesses and 
innovations but he should 
listen to our cries, we have 
brilliant ideas which need to be 
invested in. 

Edith Ogoola, 
Entrepreneur. There is a lot 
of hype about the elections 
influenced by external forces 
and yet many ofus were 
born into stability. This is our 
Uganda, let outside forces 
not influence our decision 
making. 
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