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1 Introduction

In authoritarian settings where traditional media outlets are controlled by the government, social
media has the potential to play a central role in providing citizens with access to alternative sources
of political information (Zhuravskaya, Petrova and Enikolopov, 2020). Initial optimism regarding
the potential of such “liberation technologies” (Diamond, 2010), however, has been tempered by
the efficacy with which repressive regimes have exerted control over such platforms (Morozov,
2012). Efforts to limit citizens’ access to social media are widespread—whether through bans on
access to particular platforms (Chen and Yang, 2019), wholesale internet blackouts (Roberts, 2020),
or through elevating the financial costs of access (Boxell and Steinert-Threlkeld, 2021). Further-
more, others have suggested that social media—especially when combined with state-orchestrated
censorship—is used to distract, misinform, and polarize citizens in ways that benefit autocrats
(King, Pan and Roberts, 2017; Nyabola, 2018; Roberts, 2018). While a rich body of literature
studies developed democratic settings (Allcott et al., 2020; Farrell, 2012), our understanding of
how social media access affects citizens’ political attitudes in competitive authoritarian contexts—
where incumbent governments often restrict access to social media and threaten critics—remains
limited.

We consider whether and when social media access affects support for the long-standing in-
cumbent party in the context of Uganda around its 2021 elections. A canonical electoral autoc-
racy, the dominant National Resistance Movement (NRM) led by Yoweri Museveni exerts substan-
tial control over traditional media sources. By contrast, social media activity is widely used by
opposition-leaning figures—most prominently, by the main challenger party, the National Unity
Platform (NUP) led by Bobi Wine. In response to the potentially destabilizing effects of social me-
dia usage on the NRM’s grip on power, the government has enacted a number of policies intended
to limit citizens’ access. These include the imposition of the “over-the-top” (OTT) tax on daily
social media use, the existence of high indirect taxes on citizens’ purchases of mobile data bundles,
and—most overtly—the imposition of both a complete internet blackout immediately around the
2021 election and a longer-lasting nominal ban on social media use following the election. Citi-
zens’ restricted access, or their reservations about circumventing bans to post critical content, might
limit social media’s effects on fomenting anti-regime sentiment.

To evaluate the effects of variation in individual-level access to social media on support for
Uganda’s incumbent NRM party, we leverage a natural experiment around the month-long election-
time social media ban and a three-month field experiment beginning five months after the elections.
These complementary designs both draw from a three-wave panel survey of occasional social media
users in electorally competitive districts conducted by telephone in 2021. To estimate effects of
greater access to social media at election time, we use a difference-in-differences design to compare
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changes in support for the NRM across respondents that did and did not use virtual private networks
(VPNs)—which enabled individuals to circumvent the social media ban—at baseline. To estimate
effects of access to social media during comparatively “normal” times, when politics and censorship
were far less salient, we randomly assigned half of our respondents to receive significant subsidies
to facilitate their use of social media for three months. The control group instead received a more
flexible mobile money transfer. Using detailed behavioral data, we establish that both research
designs isolate significant variation in respondents’ social media usage.

Our difference-in-differences results suggest that elevated use of social media during the election-
time ban period significantly improved respondents’ attitudes towards the incumbent NRM party.
Relative to individuals that did not use VPNs, VPN users became more likely to believe the NRM
cared most about Ugandans’ welfare, felt more warmly about the NRM relative to opposition par-
ties, and became more open to voting for NRM candidates in the future after the election period rel-
ative to before. Though VPN users are, cross-sectionally, younger and more likely to be non-NRM
partisans, the results are robust to alternative operationalizations of VPN usage and to potential
violations of the parallel trends assumption through the inclusion of interactive locality, age, and
partisan controls. While it was undoubtedly unpopular, the results are not simply driven by those
most adversely impacted by the social media ban punishing the incumbent party. These findings cut
against the hope of many that social media can promote influential anti-government voices during
politically salient moments.

In contrast, the experimental analysis provides evidence of conditional effects on political at-
titudes outside of the election campaign that cut against the ruling party. We detect only modest
average effects on respondents’ support for the NRM, but find heterogeneity according to pre-
treatment measures of partisanship. NRM-aligned treated respondents came to view their own
party more negatively and opposition parties more positively. In contrast, non-NRM respondents’
views of the NRM and opposition parties were largely unaffected. The experimental results thus
provide evidence of a moderating effect of social media access among NRM supporters outside of
an election campaign period. This finding more closely aligns with the hopes of some that social
media might buttress opposition movements in competitive authoritarian regimes.

What drove the different effects of access to social media during these different periods? Our
analysis of mechanisms explores several possibilities. First, reweighting exercises suggest that the
differences do not appear to be driven by distinct compliers for each intervention—that is to say,
the types of individuals that were induced to increase their social media usage are relatively similar
across the two analyses. Second, we provide evidence suggesting that the conflicting effects are
driven by differences in the content on social media during different political moments. Our anal-
ysis of public Facebook activity suggests that social media content generally favors the opposition,
but this difference became less stark during the election-time social media ban. Moreover, consis-
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tent with differences in content relating to NRM performance and election integrity shaping support

for the government during the social media ban, we �nd that respondents with VPNs became more

likely to view government performance favorably and became less critical of the quality of Ugan-

dan democracy. Furthermore, increased support for the NRM was concentrated among respondents

whose prior beliefs about NRM governance and Ugandan democracy were least favorable. These

results suggest that social media content shapes political beliefs, but this need not always favor op-

position parties. In particular, our �ndings suggest that—whether naturally or because of the social

media ban—election-time social media content can also turn to favor incumbents.

These �ndings make several contributions. First, the results suggest that social media's low bar-

riers to entrycansupport opposition movements in competitive authoritarian regimes. Prolonged

exposure to disproportionately opposition-leaning content appears to modestly reduce incumbent

party partisans' favorability toward the regime, as Miner (2015) and Guriev, Melnikov and Zhu-

ravskaya (2021) similarly �nd for internet and 3G access more generally. However, whether social

media exposure does so at de�ning political moments—like during the social media ban, which our

study provides a rare opportunity to assess—may also be shaped by government policies in con-

junction with citizen expectations of what content they would encounter on social media. In both

regards, our �ndings align with an extensive literature documenting the politically persuasive ef-

fects of partisan media content (e.g. Adena et al., 2015; DellaVigna and Kaplan, 2007; Enikolopov,

Petrova and Zhuravskaya, 2011; Martin and Yurukoglu, 2017), as well as a growing literature that

emphasizes the scope for counter-attitudinal perspectives to in�uence voters in the Global South

(Asimovic et al., 2021; Brierley, Kramon and Ofosu, 2020; Conroy-Krutz and Moehler, 2015) as

well as the Global North (Broockman and Kalla, 2022; Levy, 2021). They also provide a less san-

guine perspective on whether social media can level the political playing �eld (Diamond, 2010).

Second, our �ndings also point to authoritarian resilience. Not only do our results show that

social media is far from a panacea for differential access to traditional communication tools, but

the social media ban also suggests that government policies can be strategically deployed at critical

times to reshape content production as well as limit access to information. In these regards, our

�ndings align with prior studies documenting the ways through which authoritarian rulers main-

tain control over the information environment (e.g. Guriev and Treisman, 2019; Morozov, 2012;

Roberts, 2020).

Third, our �ndings speak to a growing literature on the effects of social media more broadly.

A number of studies have now found that social media produces deleterious welfare outcomes in

advanced democracies and increases political polarization (Allcott et al., 2020; Mosquera et al.,

2020). Our results suggest that there may be less negative consequences of social media in young

democracies, where citizens' experience with online activity may be more limited and political

attachments may be weaker (Lawson and McCann, 2005). This aligns with a growing literature
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suggesting that the negative impacts of social media in the Global North are less pronounced in

the Global South (Lorenz-Spreen et al., 2021). For example, Enr�́quez et al. (2022) show that the

mass reach of non-partisan Facebook ads can generate social interactions that substantially increase

electoral accountability in Mexico.

2 Context

In this section we �rst describe the Ugandan political context. We then discuss the role of social

media in the 2021 election before describing barriers to accessing social media. Figure 1 provides

a timeline of the key events during the study period relating to politics, social media access, and

data collection.

2.1 Political context

Uganda, a canonical electoral authoritarian regime, has been led by Yoweri Museveni and his Na-

tional Resistance Movement (NRM) party continuously since 1986. The most recent presidential

elections were held on January 14.1 Museveni faced his most credible opposition from Robert

Kyagulanyi Ssentamu—nicknamed Bobi Wine, a rapper-turned-MP with broad support among

younger voters and wide reach through social media platforms. Kyagulanyi represented the Na-

tional Unity Platform (NUP), which was founded in July 2020 and rapidly became the most popular

opposition party. Given that the elections coincided with the COVID-19 pandemic and restrictions

on public gatherings, the Electoral Commission (EC) dictated that the electoral campaigns would

follow a “scienti�c” model of using traditional broadcast and online media to appeal to voters,

rather than through the typical holding of mass rallies across the country.

Enforcement of these campaigning rules was heavily imbalanced, with widespread NRM rallies

taking place while attempted rallies by opposition parties were violently disbanded, resulting in

deaths, injuries, and arrests (Freedom House 2021). In November 2020, Kyagulanyi was arrested

during a rally for violating Covid restrictions, sparking widespread protests. These were violently

repressed by the regime, resulting in 54 reported deaths (Amnesty International 2021). In this

context of repression, it is likely that many voters anticipated further crackdowns and electoral

malpractice during the January elections.

President Museveni won the 2021 presidential election with 58% of the of�cial vote, followed

by Kyagulanyi with 35%, and was inaugurated on May 12, 2021. In the parliamentary elections,

the largest shares of elected seats went to the NRM (64%), independents (14%), NUP (11%), and

1A host of other lower-level elections took place over the same period, including parliamentary elections (also on
January 14) and district, municipal, and subcounty council elections (between January 20 and February 3).
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the formerly main opposition party FDC (6%). The United States described the 2021 elections as

“neither free nor fair” and imposed visa restrictions against those believed to have undermined the

democratic process (US Department of State 2021).

2.2 Social vs. traditional media

Social media has become increasingly popular in Uganda over the past decade and constitutes the

vast majority of internet usage in the country. As in most sub-Saharan African settings, access to

the internet and social media is almost entirely through cell phones: in late 2020, 52% of Ugandans

had mobile internet connections. Social media is the chief way of using the internet. In our baseline

survey, respondents report spending over �ve times as much time on social media applications in a

normal week as they do browsing websites. Facebook and WhatsApp are by far the most popular

platforms. In our baseline survey, 79% (78%) of respondents report using Facebook (WhatsApp),

while only 17% do so for Twitter.

Ugandan social media contains a high amount of political content. Among the Facebook users

in our sample, 71% view getting news about politics as one of their main reasons for using the

platform; 25% state discussing politics and current events as one its main uses. Among WhatsApp

users in our sample, these �gures are 53% and 26%, respectively (see Table A1). Importantly, as

in many countries in the Global South, WhatsApp is not just used as a private messenger app, but

also as a form of mass communication via groups of up to 256 users. Information can easily be

forwarded from one group to another.

Social media platforms in Uganda offer a relatively level playing �eld for political parties and

their campaigns. If anything, posts by opposition-af�liated accounts and views thereof dominate.

This stands in stark contrast with traditional forms of media such as newspapers, TV, and radio,

over which the regime has considerable control. Although many media outlets exist, journalists and

outlets regularly face state repercussions for their work, including raids of radio stations, arrests,

harassment, and intimidation, earning Uganda a Freedom House score of 1 out of 4 for a free and

independent press (Freedom House 2021). In the lead-up to the 2021 elections, journalists were

arrested for hosting opposition candidates on their shows, a radio station was raided, journalists

were prevented from covering opposition rallies, and foreign journalists were denied accreditation

(US Department of State 2020).

Social media was particularly important in the 2021 campaign season, in light of government

control of traditional media outlets and limits on in-person campaign rallies. According to the

Uganda Communications Commission, “for the �rst time in the Uganda electoral history, the use of

electronic media channels outpaced traditional mass rallies and the use of print campaign material”

(Uganda Communications Commission 2021).
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Especially the newly-founded National Unity Party, with its many young and often urban voters,

relied heavily and successfully on social media to broadcast its message. As we show in Section

6.2, posts by accounts associated with the NUP were more frequent and received substantially

more interactions (comments and reactions) than those by the NRM or other opposition parties in

the run-up to the elections. Similarly, viral political posts in the weeks before the election were

almost all authored by NUP-associated accounts.2

2.3 Access to social media

Perhaps not surprisingly in light of NUP's dominance of social media content, social media became

deeply politicized in the run-up to the 2021 elections. In December 2020, the government wrote

to Google to request the shutdown of 14 popular YouTube channels sympathetic to Kyagulanyi.

In early January, Facebook removed a network of hundreds of accounts linked to the Ugandan

Ministry of Information and Communications Technology for engaging in “coordinated inauthentic

behavior” promoting the ruling party and denigrating the NUP. Twitter followed suit. On January

12, the government announced a complete ban of all social media platforms, including WhatsApp,

Facebook, and Twitter, which remained in place until February 10. Access to Facebook—the most

popular social media platform in the country—remains blocked until this day. However, many

individuals use VPNs to maintain access. This includes government of�cials, who kept posting

from of�cial government accounts during the ban. The government also introduced a new tax on

Facebook ads in October 2022, even though Facebook access remains blocked. It may thus be

more accurate to think of the effect of the “ban” as introducing friction and uncertainty about the

consequences for using social media.

On the eve of the election, the internet was shut down completely. Internet access resumed �ve

days later, shortly after President Museveni was declared the election's winner.

Efforts to curtail social media access already started in 2018, when the Government of Uganda

introduced a tax on social media access, named the “over-the-top” (OTT) tax.3 The of�cial moti-

vations for the OTT tax were to curtail citizens' exposure to “gossip” online and raise domestic tax

revenues. The tax cost 200 shillings per day (approximately $0.055). Payment is required for ac-

cessing social media platforms, including Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, and Twitter within the

country. The OTT tax quickly triggered pushback and protest, with civil society organizations de-

crying its introduction as “a clear attempt to silence dissent, in the guise of raising government rev-

enues” (Amnesty International 2018). Since citizens using social media are younger, more urban,

2Based on our analysis of 1.6 million public Facebook posts downloaded from Crowdtangle.
3Similar taxes on social media access have been implemented in a number of African countries in recent years,

including Benin, Mozambique, Tanzania, and Zambia.
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and more likely to support opposition parties than the rural base of the NRM, the tax was widely

seen as a tool intended to undermine opposition support ahead of the 2021 election (Namasinga and

Orgeret 2020) by limiting social media usage in the country (Boxell and Steinert-Threlkeld 2021;

Pollicy 2020).

Citizens were able to evade the OTT tax and social media block through the use of VPNs.

Accessing social media platforms using a VPN is slower and more bandwidth-intensive than doing

so through OTT payment (Pollicy 2020). Because data is very costly, with 1GB of mobile data

costing 8% of average monthly income (A4AI 2019), VPN usage does not strictly dominate the

payment of the social media tax. Among our baseline survey respondents, we �nd OTT payment

to be more common: respondents report having paid the OTT tax on average 2.6 days in the last

week, compared to an average of 2.1 days of VPN use. The cost of the OTT tax is listed by 55%

of our sample as preventing them from using social media more, while 67% listed the cost of data.

In light of its limited revenue-raising capacity, as well as perhaps the completion of the electoral

cycle, the government abandoned the OTT tax in the 2021/22 �scal year starting in July 2021. In its

place, the government imposed a 12% tax on mobile data. Together with the 18% VAT, this raised

taxation of mobile data to 30%.

3 Sampling and data collection

Both our observational and experimental analyses of the effects of access to social media in Uganda

draw from an original three-wave panel survey. We �rst explain our sampling strategy before

introducing our survey and behavioral data sources.

3.1 Sampling

Study recruitment re�ected political and economic considerations. Politically, we sought to fo-

cus on individuals living in electorally competitive districts where exposure to diverse sources of

information through social media could be politically salient. Economically, we sought to target

individuals who owned a phone capable of accessing social media platforms but use social media

relatively infrequently (and could thus be induced to use it more regularly).

To reach this population, we selected 11 districts—from each region of the country—where the

incumbent NRM party had received 40-60% of the vote in the 2016 election and internet accessi-

bility is good. Figure 2 plots the locations of these districts across the country. Within each district,

we sought to recruit participants from peri-urban trading centers (TCs) on the fringes of large urban
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Figure 1: Timeline of events during research study
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