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Understanding the
mental health risks for
vouth in the digital age
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. It’selection 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 transformed the world into a virtual village.
Uganda currently has an estimated 11.77 million social me-
dia users,accounting for approximately 24.6 percent of
the population. A significant proportion of these users are
young people, the most active demographic online. Accord-
ing to the Uganda Communications Commission (UCC),
more than 70 percent of Internet users in Uganda are aged
between 15 and 35 years. *

Social media has become deeply embedded in every-
day life, particularly for Generation Z.Platforms such as Fa-
cebook, X (formerly Twitter), Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat,
and YouTube now play a central role in communication,so-
cial interaction, political engagement, and information 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.

Before government shutdown Internet services on Jan-
uary 13,streaming services,social media,and live online
broadcasts were enabling individuals to have greater control
over what they were consuming, while political actors were
increasingly livestreaming campaigns to reach vsnder and
younger audiences.

While this expanded digital engagement improved access
to information 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 stich 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 young people who consume this content repeat-
edly and inreal time.

“ Theserisks should concern all stakeholders, regardless of
political affiliation. Continuous exposure to violent imagery,
hostile political messaging, misinformation,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 regulation and
coping mechanisms are still developing, are especially vul-
nerable.

Media stakeholders, therefore have a critical responmbﬂ-
ity toregulate 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. :
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