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Many smartphone own- 
ers primarily use their de- 
vices for calls, messaging 
and entertainment, rath- 
or than for activities such 
as business, education or 
digital services. 

Across Uganda, smartphones have quickly pained traction becoming one. of the fastest spreading technologies of 
. the past decade. Yet beneath the grow- 

ing presence of smartphones lies a qui. 
ut_‘rmn\lm:c.fl:my users still lack the: skills needed 1o use them productively: 
 Operating a small clothes shop in Jin- 
jatown, 24-year-old Sarah Nabwire ac- 
ITnowledges that she owns a smart- 
phoneand usesit for social media com- 
‘munication, posting, and entertain- 
‘ment. However,she admits to underuti- 
lisingits potential duetolimited digital 
Knowledge and siills 

1 know the phone can do many 
things; she says"But I don't know how 
touse them.” 
= According to the latest Inclusive Dig- 

ital Economy Scorecard (IDES) Assess- 
‘ment (2021) as referenced in Uganda's 
Digital Transformation Roadmap 2023 
-2028,Uganda is rated at 33 percent un- 
dertheskills domain, 77 percent under 

“the policy and regulation domain, 42 
percent under the innovation domain 
and §1 percent under the infrastruc- 
ture domain. These figures indicate 
that Uganda scores highly on digital 
policy and regulation and lower across 
skills, innovation, inclusiveness as well 

‘The mismatch between digital poli- 
oy device adoption and limited digital 

* < literacy isii ingly drawing atten- 
tion from policymakers,educators and 
technology companles who argue that 
Ugandas digital transformation will 
dependnotonly onconnectivitybutal- 
socapability. 
‘Permanent ¢ Ministry of ICT 
and National Guidance, Dr Aminah 
Zawedde illustrates the scale of the 
shift. 
“In the last five years, smartphone 
ownership rose from 7.6 million in 
2020 to 18.2 million in 2024, while 
broadband population coverage and 
adultinternet penetration expanded to 
approximately §5 percent and 89 per- 
cent” 

But the expansion of access has not 
translated into meaningful digital se. 
* “The gapis a result of a speed mis- 
match. Access has expanded rapid- 
Iy, while digital skills development has 
grown more gradually” says Zawed- 
de.As aresult, many smartphone own- 
ers primarily use their devices for cals, 
‘messaging and entertainment, rather - 
than foractivities such s business,edu- 
cation or digital services. 
‘That gap,experts say risksLimitingthe 

‘economic benefits of Ugandals expand- 
|2« ingdigital infrastructure. 

Digitallag 
Speakingat the International Literacy 
Day 2025 Symposium, Charles Draeca- 
ba,national projects coordinator at UN- 
ESCO Antenna Office, noted that,“In to- 
Aavs Tanidlv evnlving war'a o ket 
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Why smartphone users 
still lack digital skills 

eracyisnolonger confinedtotheabili- 
tytoread and write on paper” 
Literacy now encompasses the ca- 

pacity to access, interpret, evaluate 
and create digital content,to navigate: 
the complexities of online spaces, to 
discern fact from fiction and to partic- 
ipate meaningfully i civic, economic 
and cultural e, 
Over the past decade, Uganda has 

‘made significant investments in ex- 
panding digitalinfrastructure. Broad- 
band coverage has expanded across 
‘muchofthe countryandmobileinter- 
net subscriptions have surged as tele- 
com operators extend network cover- 
age and introduce device financing 
programmes. 
‘Telecommunications companiessay 

these initiatives are already changing. 
the market. 
“Our device financing strategy has 

‘yielded a 30.1 percent rise in smart- 
phones connected to our network, 

Aman looks at products online 
on Jumia on Novembor 19, 2025, 
Accordingto UCC, out of the 
58.3 million devices connected to 
mobile networks, only about 20 
‘million are smartphones. PHOTO/ 
ISAAC KASAMANI 

Smartphor 

+ Ugandais smartphone penatration 
stands at about 35,6 percent, 
compared with more than 60 percentin 
Ghana, 72.6 percent n Kenya, and over 
90 percentin countries such as Eqypt 
and South Africa. 

« Inthe lastfve years, smartphone 
‘ownershipose from 7.6 milionn 2020 
1018.2 millon 2024, while 
broadband population coverage and 
adultnterret perietration expanded to 
approximately 85 percentand 89 

er Communications, Public Relations and Stakeholder Management 
‘These programmes aim to make smartphones more accessible to first 
time users by allowing them to pur- 
chase devices through installment plans. However,affordability remains a 

Ribow Although devices cost approxima shlsn,m.malyfimmn:?ulnwg 
«mxfl&:mwmnnm’yhmh‘ 

Ugandan, aversge 
According to the 2023/2024 Nation- 

al labour force survey, nearly half of 
Uganda's rural workers earn about 
5hs200,000 per month. 
‘This affordability gap explains why feature phones still dominate the tele- ‘phone market, with users or subscrib- 

ers increasing from 17.8 millionin 2020 
10267 milloninan24 acordingto UCC 
a 
Fred Otunnu, director corporate af- 

fairs at UCC further highlights that out ofthe $8.3 million devices connected to 

Digital use 
“The 
expansion of 
[smartphone] 
access hasnot 
translated into 
meaningful 
digital use. 

‘mobile networks,only about 20 million 
aresmartphones. 
As such Uganda's smartphone mar- 

ket is poorer in comparison to regional 
counterparts. 
Uganda's smartphone penetration 

stands at about 35.6 percent,compared 
‘with more than 60 percent in Ghana, 
72.6 percent in Kenya,and over 90 per- 
cent in countries such as Egypt and 
SouthAfrica. 
For policymakers, the question is no 

longer whether Ugandans can access 
smartphones, but whether they know 
‘howtousethemeffectively. 
Traininggap 
‘The Ugandan majority suffers from 

digital literacy, however, women suffer 
the most. The 2024 Uganda Bureau of 
Statistics (UBOS) National Population 
‘Census reveals that women constitute 
a substantial majority of the national 
population, making up 24.33 million 
(53 percent) of Ugandans while men ac- 
count for21.56 million (47 percent). 
Statistics indicate that women con- 

tribute 76 percentof the labour force in 
the agricultural sector and own nearly 
40 percent of the formal and informal 
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their potential is limited 43 majoriy 
remain diitally lliterate. UBOS <tati; 
s reveal a concerning: gender divige 

as anly 8 percent of women aged 15 
and abave use the internet compare. 
0 11 percent of e, In rural areas, 
disparity widens further with just 

tofwomen hiving access 10 he 
Intenet against 17 percent of men, 

Futursofwork 
Furthermore, the 2025 Puture 

Workin Uganda repart indicates thsy 
«eamnings vary considerably depen 
ing on gender and sector, with o, 
eneaming s than men. Within freo 
fance work despite women vorkin, 
the greater number of hours i cor, 
parison tothe male counterparts, a iy, 
nificant earnings gap exists, with me, 
eaming an average of Shs 16,472 e, 
‘hour compared to Shs11,075 for o, 
en. This is mainly because womer, 
‘mainly limited by digital Sills are o, 
centrated inlower paying fields ke 
‘ministrative support while men dop; 
natetasksin frand data analysis. 

Turning connectivity into capacit, 
Expanding coverage and device o, 

cessis only the first step. The real te, 
lies in turning connectivity into me, 
ingful capabilityensuring that diz” ) 
tools enhance livelihoods, educat 
and entrepreneurship. Bridging th; 
£ap, experts sa, requires coordinate, 
action across multiple fronts. 
Ivan Koreta, lead, apprenticeships 5, 

Refactory,emphasises a three prons, 
approach. The government must en, 
sure equitable access to devices ang 
connectivity. Educational and skillin, 
institutions must equip lezrmers 
practical,industry-aligned digital sk 
“Connectivity without skils i 2 1, 

empty promise; he argues.’As long o, 
people’s understanding of technol,, 
£y is skewed, moderate connect 
weill not transiateinto meaningl 
comes in work,education,or entrey 

Practéal,job-linked trining s e 
tral to this transformation. & 

itiatives like the 1 
programme, implemented by 0 
box with support from the Mas2) 
card Foundation, which targets yours 
women with advanced digital s, 
and structured exposure to real 
projects, ensuring that learning i 
rectly tied to work placement. 
Similarly,Gideon Nkurunun 

tal transformation consultant an 
‘mer CEO of ICT Association of 
da, stresses that smartphones 
e treated as entry points rather t 
endpoints. 
“Training should lustrate horw de 

es enable income generation,cus 
ermanagement, digital record 
ing, and micro-business operatio 
hesays, advocating for micro-learm. 
reallife simulations that build cc 
dence without financialrisk. 
‘Additionally, Nkurunungi obs; 

that embedding digital skills into 
'mal education, linking training to 
ployment opportunities, and 

tives Support Programme (NIISP. 
Turning connectivity into cap: 

is amestinn nf relevance and on- 
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