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Following an analysis of the economic resilience of Ugandans prior to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, FSD Uganda partnered with the Ministry of 
Finance, Planning and Economic Development to undertake a COVID-19 
tracker survey which traced the impact of COVID-19 on livelihoods, 
financial behavior, and social responses of Ugandans. The phone-based 
survey was conducted in five waves between April and September 2020. 
Finscope 2018 data indicates that only 52% of unique adults individually 
own phones, and therefore we could not reach the most vulnerable who 
do not individually own phones. It can be expected that the pandemic 
continues to have a more severe and enduring impact on this group. 
Similar surveys were conducted by the FSD Network in Kenya, Rwanda, 
South Africa, Nigeria, Zambia, and Ghana.

This highlights document is based on an analysis of data from the five 
waves of the tracker survey and presents insights on how the pandemic 
is likely to continue affecting Ugandan adults across several domains.
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IMPACT ON LIVELIHOODSI

•	 The COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown measures taken to control its spread 
disproportionately affected rural-based earners, mostly farmers, and forced productive 
urban dwellers to expand their livelihood options to include farm-based income. 

•	 The COVID-19 tracker surveys confirmed that farming as a livelihood activity was 
prevalent in rural areas.  By September 2020, when the fifth wave of the study was 
conducted, more urban-based income earners were relying on farm-based income.

Sector of the main income earner by urbanity

April May June July September

Farming

Services and Manufacturing

High skilled Jobs

Trade and transport
Other

Investment, government & pension

Money from family and friends

Source: COVID-19 tracker; April: N (rural)=718; N (urban)=228; N (Kampala)=132; May: N (rural)=358; N (urban)=175; N 
(Kampala)=36; June: N (rural)=474; N (urban)=212; N (Kampala)=35; July: N (rural)=413; N (urban)=185; N (Kampala)=13; 
Sept: N (rural)=379; N (urban)=151; N (Kampala)=33- only when the respondent is also the main income earner.
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See Note 1 on page 18
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Farming

Services and Manufacturing

High skilled Jobs

Trade and transport
Other

Investment, government & pension

Money from family and friends

•	 While there had been little change in main sector of activity of the main income earner 
in the first four waves, around half of the respondents relied on farming in the fifth one.

Reliance on main economic activity by primary income earner

Source: COVID-19 tracker; N (April)=1,078; N (May)= 569; N (June)=721; N (July)=611; N (Sept)=563- only when the 
respondent is also the main income earner. 
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See Note 2 on page 18
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ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES OF COVID-19II

•	 Overall, consumption reduced because of reduction in incomes. Earnings were affected 
because of loss of jobs and difficulty experienced selling farm produce. Effects of 
reduced consumption were felt across multiple sectors and more acutely in rural areas, 
which rely on the market to offload their farm produce.

•	 Survey results showed that farmers found it increasingly harder to sell their produce 
– this figure grew from 22% in April to 50% in September. The situation in the farming 
sector worsened between April and July. By September 2020, it was slightly easier to 
sell farm produce.

Difficulty to sell crops or livestock compared to the same season last year
(Farmers only)

39%

35%

22%

3%
2%

Wave 1

39%

31%
28%

1% 1%

Wave 3

35%

19%

4% 4%

Wave 2

37%

July

46%

31%

22%

3%

September

50%

30%

14%

3% 2%

Much more difficult

Somewhat more difficult

The same

Somewhat easier

Much easier

Source: COVID-19 tracker 2020; N (April)=181; N (May)= 136; N (June)=237; N (July)=226; N (Sept)=309- for 
farmers, excl. do not know.
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•	 Many people lost jobs because of closures of workplaces. However, the situation of 
employment gradually improved from April, when 60% of respondents did not have 
jobs to 14% in September 2020, as main income earners were getting back to work.

Number of hours worked by main income earners in the past 7 days

More than 40 hours Between 26 and 40 hours Between 11 and 25 hours 10 hours or less

None

Source: COVID-19 tracker 2020; N (April)=452; N (May)=548; N (June)=651; N (July)=540; N (Sept)=544,only for the 
respondents who are also the main earner- excl. do not know and no clear sector of activity selected.

•	 The share of main income earners who lost all their incomes reduced from 32% in May 
to 11% in September, but 85% of main income earners still earned less than what they 
earned at about the same time the previous year (September 2019).
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May

June

July

September

59% 18% 7% 8% 8%

11% 19% 17%
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20% 25%

25%

14% 11% 21%

20%

34%
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35%
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14%
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•	 Over the whole period,  for a large majority (85%+) of main income earners, take home 
income was less in 2020 compared to the same period in 2019. The share of those not 
making any money decreased in September.

Changes in household main earner’s income compared to the same 
period last year

April

May

June

July

September

Did not make any The income earned
is smaller

The income earned
stayed the same

The income earned
is bigger

Source: COVID-19 tracker 2020; N (April)=1,046; N (May)=564; N (June)=712; N (July)=610; N (Sept)=560, only when the 
respondent is also the main income earner - excl. do not know and no clear sector of activity selected.
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63%

64%

73%
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28%
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1%
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•	 Closure of markets was a main challenge for those running their own businesses in 
April 2020. Post April, specifically from June to September, fewer customers became 
the main challenge for those running their business.

•	 Business owners faced several challenges, with a clear drop in customers signalling a 
decrease in aggregate demand, which could impact government revenues.

Fewer customers

32%

53% 52%

60%

67%

Cannot leave the house 
/ Travel and transport 

restrictions

19%

15%

9% 9%

4%

Unable to pay other 
expenses

4%
6%

1%1%
2%

Clients are late paying 
invoiced work / services 

already provided

1%1%
2%

Unable to access the 
needed funds to support 

your operations or 
obligations

1% 2% 2%

Other

5%

1%
April May June July Sept

Source: COVID-19 tracker 2020; N (April)=252; N (May)=253; N (June)=308; N (July)= 292; N (Sept)=269- only those 
running their own business/self-employed; excl. do not know.

Only those running their own business or self employed

No challenges

2% 2%

5%
4%

2% 3%

9%
6%

4%

Unable to get supplies/
cost of supplies increased

2% 1%
3%

4%

Workers are not coming 
to work

37%

26%

18% 18%

4%

Markets are closed

See Note 3 on page 18
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Focus on trade and transport

April

May

June

July

September

62%

55%

66%

74%

89%

34% 3% 1%

43%

30%

24%

5% 4%

2%

1% 1%

2%

4%

Did not make any The income earned
is smaller

The income earned
stayed the same

The income earned
is bigger

Source: COVID-19 tracker 2020: N (April)=185; N (May)=162; N (June)=171; N (July)=156; N (Sept)=119- excl. do not 
know.

•	 Trade and transport were strongly and consistently affected by the crisis, with the 
situation only beginning to improve in June 2020. Notably, at the last wave, while only 
5% of respondent who worked in trade and transport claimed not to be making any 
money at all, nearly 90% of them earned less than the same period in the previous 
year.

•	 While the impact on earnings in services and manufacturing was starker at the 
beginning of the survey, recovery was relatively consistent and 64% were earning less 
than the same period in the previous year by September.

See Note 4 on page 18
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April

May

June

July

September

Did not make any The income earned
is smaller

The income earned
stayed the same

The income earned
is bigger

•	 Those working in services and manufacturing have also been strongly impacted, but 
the situation clearly improved by September 2020.

Focus on services and manufacturing

47%

76%

80%

58%

64%

19%

20%

20%22%

23%

3%

7% 6%

1%

1%

43% 10%

Source: COVID-19 tracker 2020: N (April)=228; N (May)=82; N (June)=157; N (July)=86; N (Sept)=95- excl. do not know.

See Note 5 on page 18
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COPING MECHANISMSIII

•	 To increase their resilience to the effects of COVID-19, many respondents increased 
borrowing and some sold assets. Borrowing was done predominantly from informal 
sources and from digital apps. 

•	 The share of individuals who borrowed increased from 15% in April to 25% in July and 
stayed at this rate in September. Formal financial services were barely used, except 
for digital app lenders. 

•	 Over the whole period, most respondents who borrowed tended to so mostly from 
friends and family. In September, digital apps, groups and shopkeepers were each 
used by more than 15% of borrowers.

Source of borrowing

April May June July Sept

Friends / family / 
community

Group Digital app lender Money lender

Shopkeeper Bank Sacco / Cooperative Microfinance

72%

89%

65%
62%

3% 3%
1%

13%
16%

9%
6% 5%

8%

23%
30%

7% 9%
15%

66%

6%

19%
12%

16% 17%

1% 1%1% 1% 1% 1%2% 2%

8% 6%

4% 4%

Source: COVID-19 tracker 2020; N (April)=188; N (May)=188; N (June)=279; N (July)=231; N (Sept)=252; for the ones 
who borrowed in the past 14 days.

•	 Borrowing from digital apps demonstrates the critical role digital financial services can 
play in bridging the growing need for credit, especially in times of crisis.

 
•	 Linked to the rise in borrowing, defaults on repayments increased from 13% in April to 

21% of respondents in September. Default may have increased because many used 
borrowings to smooth household consumption and, coupled with decreased income 
there were fewer avenues to repay.

See Note 6 on page 18
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•	 The share of respondents claiming to have missed a repayment in the last 14 days  
slightly increased from 13% to 21% over the whole period.

Missed a loan repayment or stopped paying a loan in the past 14 days

0%

0%

5%

5%

10%

10%

15%

15%

20%

20%

25%

25%

30%

30%

35%

40%

Wave 1

Wave 1

Wave 2

Wave 2

Wave 3

Wave 3

July

July

September

September

I missed a loan payment or stopped repaying my loan- Female

I missed a loan payment or stopped repaying my loan- Male

I missed a loan payment or stopped repaying my loan- All

11%
10%

18%

13%

20%
21%

22%

15%

18%19%
20%

17%

23%

13%
14%

Source: COVID-19 tracker 2020; April: N (all) = 721; N (male)=385; N (female)=336; May: N (all)=763; N (male)=494; N (female)=269; 
June: N (all)=1,079; N (male)=565; N (female)=514; July: N (all)=1,172; N (male)=574; N (female)=598; Sept: N (all)=952; N (male)=468; 
N (female)=484- for those who had to repay a loan- excl. do not know.

•	 In September, about 18% claim to have sold assets since March 1st, 2020. Selling assets 
massively increased for the richest 20%.

Asset sales from someone in the household since March 1st 

5%
8%
9%

14%

18%

12%
11%

15%

4%

11%

12%

31%

6%

15%
18%
19%19%

10%

Yes, some assets have been sold- The richest 20%

Yes, some assets have been sold- The middle 40%

Yes, some assets have been sold- The poorest 40%

Yes, some assets have been sold- All

Source: COVID-19 tracker 2020; April: N (all)=1,070; N (poorest 40%)=386; N (middle 40%)=430; N (richest 20%)=254; May: N 
(all)=1,087; N (poorest 40%)=224; N (middle 40%)=598; N (richest 20%)=265; June: N (all)=1,383; N (poorest 40%)=331; N (middle 
40%)=771; N (richest 20%)=281; July: N (all)=1,172; N (poorest 40%)=359; N (middle 40%)=580; N (richest 20%)=233; Sept: N 
(all)=1,102; N (poorest 40%)=433; N (middle 40%)=525; N (richest 20%)=144- excl. do not know.
See Note 7 on page 18
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•	 Poorer households are more likely to have cut down on meals and the perception of 
food availability worsened in September, with 42% of respondents (vs. 25% in July) 
claiming that there was less food than at the same period last year - this has been 
consistently worse in rural and other urban areas compared to Kampala.

Food availability in local markets compared to this season last year

April July SeptemberMay June

Much less

Little less

The same

Little more

Lot more

Source: COVID-19 tracker 2020; N (April)=1,059; N (May)=1,084; N (June)=1,366; N (July)=1,167; N (Sept)=1,101- excl. do not know.

42%

26%

17%

6%

10% 7%

33%

25%

22%

13%

40%

32%

14%

8%

5%

31%

30%

15%

14%

10%

7%

23%

28%

27%

15%
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REACHING AND ASSISTING UGANDANS 
AT RISK

IV

•	 Over the course of the study, support in the form of food rations from the government 
reached their lowest levels in September. This support peaked in value during the 
months of June and September.

•	 Throughout the period of study, food was consistently the preferred method of 
intervention for households.

Received emergency government support in the 
form of food in the past 30 days

Source: COVID-19 tracker 2020; April: N (all)=1,076; N (rural)=717; N (urban)=227; N (Kampala)=132; May: N (all)=1,088; N (rural)=702; 
N (urban)=332; N (Kampala)=54; June: N (all)=1,379; N (rural)=950; N (urban)=364; N (Kampala)=65; July: N (all)=1,154; N (rural)=815; 
N (urban)=315; N (Kampala)=24; Sept: N (all)=1,101; N (rural)=808; N (urban)=244; N (Kampala)=49- excl. do not know.

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

April May June July September

4%
6%
7%

8% 8% 8%

5%
4%

9%
10% 10%

16% 16%

12%

19%

12%

Received some- rural
Received some- urban
Received some- Kampala

Received some- all
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•	 The value of government support received in the previous 30 days was higher in June 
and September compared to April, May and July, according to the (few) households 
who benefited from it.

 Total value of money and goods received from the 
government in the past 30 days, in UGX.

Source: COVID-19 tracker 2020; N (April)=48; N (May)=106; N (June)=102; N (July)=55; N (Sept)=63 – for those who received money 
or goods from the government.

More than 110,000

71,000 to 105,000

51,000 to 70,000

31,000 to 50,000

21,500 to 30,000

10,100 to 20,000

400 to 10,000

April July SeptemberMay June

•	 Over the whole period, the large majority of respondents preferred cash over food for 
government support.

Preferred kind of support provided by the government

April

May

June

July

September

95%

80%

83%

83%

77%

5%

5%

5%

2%

13%

12%

18%

15%

7%

Indifferent Equivalent value in cash 7 days worth of ugali

Source: COVID-19 tracker 2020; N (April)=928; N (May)=1,087; N (June)=1,394; N (July)=1,179; N (Sept)=1,100- excl. do not know.

34%

6%

14%

25%

1%

5%

15%

12%

24%

11%

24%

6%

9%

14%

2%

16%

11%

14%

15%

27%

14%

1%

29%

20%

22%

5%

19%

4%

17%

13%

8%

11%

16%

25%

10%
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AWARENESS OF COVID-19 AND BEHAVIOR 
CHANGES

V

•	 Ugandans are aware of the COVID-19 pandemic and continue to adapt their habits 
in response to it. People progressively adopted more of the right behaviors including 
wearing face masks, hand washing and avoiding big groups.

•	 However, although a majority still claimed not to have attended religious events over 
the last 14 days, around a quarter did, with 25% of respondents claiming to have 
travelled outside their town/village, especially men.

•	 In September as in July, respondents were more likely to find that the crime rates had 
decreased.

Conclusively, the effect of COVID-19 has been pervasive, cutting across all 
sectors of the economy. Demand for various commodities reduced because 
of reduced incomes. In efforts to increase their resilience to the effects of 
COVID-19, many respondents increased borrowing and some sold assets. 
Linked to this, nearly a fifth of the borrowers faced challenges to repay their 
debts. To further bolster recovery, collective efforts will need to be made to 
build the long-term economic resilience of households and businesses and 
ensure they can bounce back faster in the face of future shocks.
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Reference Notes
Note 1: Farming includes farming and raising livestock; Trade and transport includes market or selling goods 
and transport. Services and manufacturing includes all services such as barber, braiding hair, welder, etc. 
but also tourism, security, domestic work, catering, manufacturing, etc.; High skilled jobs includes lawyer, 
accountant, education professionals, government employees and health and social professionals; Money 
from family and friends includes those relying on others; Investment, government money and pension 
includes those receiving money from the government, renting land, receiving money from investments or 
from their pension.

Note 2: In May, June, July and September, the sector of activity of the respondents was asked and not the 
one of the main income earner as in April. To conduct comparisons, answers collected in May, June, July 
& September were considered only when the respondent is also the main income earner, hence a smaller 
sample size.

Note 3: In April, this question was asked to the main income earner. In May, June, July and September, it 
was asked to the respondent.

Note 4: Trade and transport includes market or selling goods and transport. 

Note 5: Services and manufacturing includes all services such as barber, braiding hair, welder, etc. but also 
tourism, security, domestic work, catering, manufacturing, etc..

Note  6: Multiple answers. In April, respondents answered as if it was a single answer (the total equals 100%).

Note 7: Poverty levels are computed using the questions generally used in PPI scores computation that 
are available in COVID-19 tracker, i.e. main source of cooking energy, type of toilet facility and number of 
household members.
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