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Most Ugandans lack medical aid coverage 

and worry about being unable to afford care 

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 965 | Raymond Mukiibi and Lythn Naggayi  

 

Summary  

Access to health care is a significant challenge for many Ugandans, particularly in rural 

areas, where health facilities are scarce (Ministry of Health, 2024). Even when services are 

available, high costs and widespread poverty create financial barriers that prevent many 

from obtaining necessary medical care (Ministry of Health, 2020). Marginalised groups face 

further obstacles due to cultural barriers and a lack of culturally sensitive health care services 

(Real Health Uganda, 2024). As a result, the prevalence of preventable illnesses, maternal 

and infant mortality, and untreated chronic conditions remains high (Moses & Igwe, 2024). 

Health insurance has been identified as a potential solution to improve health care access. 

Research in other countries indicates that insured individuals are more likely to seek medical 

care, receive preventive services, and manage chronic conditions effectively, leading to 

better health outcomes (Institute of Medicine, 2002; Huguet et al., 2023). However, health 

insurance coverage in Uganda is extremely low, with private insurance covering only 1% of 

the population (Ministry of Health, 2020). This lack of coverage results in high out-of-pocket 

health care expenses, making medical care unaffordable for many. 

To address these challenges, the Ugandan government passed the National Health 

Insurance Scheme (NHIS) Bill in 2021, aiming to establish a nationwide system to reduce 

financial barriers to health care access (Advanced Family Planning, 2021). The NHIS seeks to 

provide comprehensive coverage, including preventive and curative services. Proposed 

compulsory membership fees would be UGX15,000 (about U.S. $4) per month. However, 

President Yoweri Museveni has yet to sign a revised version of the bill, which is currently 

awaiting cabinet approval (Daily Monitor, 2025). Activists and media organisations have 

called on the government to expedite the implementation of the NHIS, especially in the 

wake of aid freezes by the U.S. government (Daily Monitor, 2025; Serugo, 2024). 

Afrobarometer’s latest survey explores Ugandans’ access to health care, medical aid 

coverage, and perceptions of the NHIS. The findings highlight persistent financial barriers, low 

awareness of health insurance options, widespread anxiety about being unable to afford 

health care, and strong support for the NHIS among those who have heard of it. 

Afrobarometer surveys 

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan survey research network that provides reliable 

data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life. 

Nine survey rounds in up to 42 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys 

were launched in January 2024. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face 

interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice.  

The Afrobarometer team in Uganda, led by Hatchile Consult Ltd., interviewed a nationally 

representative, random, stratified probability sample of 2,400 adult Ugandans in January 

2024. A sample of this size yields country-level results with a margin of error of +/-2 
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percentage points at a 95% confidence level. Previous standard Afrobarometer surveys were 

conducted in Uganda in 2000, 2002, 2005, 2008, 2012, 2015, 2017, 2019, and 2022. 

Key findings 

▪ Six in 10 Ugandans (61%) say health is one of the three most important problems in the 

country, placing it at the top of citizens’ agenda for government action, ahead of 

education (36%) and infrastructure/roads (34%).  

o The share who rank health among their top priorities is up by 15 percentage points 

since 2022 (46%).  

▪ More than four-fifths (82%) of Ugandans worry that they will be unable to obtain or 

afford essential medical care when they or someone in their family falls ill. 

▪ Among citizens who had contact with a public hospital in the past year: 

o About two-thirds (65%) say they found it “difficult” or “very difficult” to obtain the 

medical care they needed.  

o Two-thirds (68%) report that high costs prevented them from obtaining medical 

care or medicines, including one-third (33%) who say this happened “often.” 

▪ Health insurance is still very limited in Uganda: Only 4% of respondents say they have 

medical aid coverage. 

o Among those who lack health insurance, one-third (33%) say they are not aware 

of any health insurance schemes, while a similar proportion (32%) cite 

unaffordability as the main reason for lacking medical aid. 

▪ More than three-fourths (78%) of Ugandans have not heard of the National Health 

Insurance Scheme.  

o Among the minority of respondents who have heard of the scheme, most are 

supportive of its implementation (76%) and confident that it will be effective 

(75%).   

Health as a priority 

Health is a significant public concern, with six in 10 Ugandans (61%) citing it as one of their 

top three priorities requiring government intervention (Figure 1). This puts health ahead of all 

other concerns, including education (36%), infrastructure/roads (34%), and water supply 

(26%). 

The share of citizens who cite health as a priority has risen by 15 percentage points since 2022 

(46%) (Figure 2). 

  

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data – on any question, 
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at 

www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis. 
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Figure 1: Most important problems | Uganda | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: In your opinion, what are the most important problems facing this country 

that government should address? (Respondents could give up to three responses. The figure shows the 

% of respondents who identified each issue as one of their country’s three most important problems.)  

Figure 2: Health as most important problem | Uganda | 2015-2024 

 
Respondents were asked: In your opinion, what are the most important problems facing this country 

that government should address? (The figure shows the % of respondents who cite health as one of up 

to three most important problems.) 

Financial concerns 

A large majority of Ugandans  worry "a lot" (62%) or “somewhat” (20%) about being unable to 

obtain or afford medical care if they were to fall ill, indicating significant financial barriers to 

accessing medical services (Figure 3). One in 10 (11%) say they worry “a little,” and only 8% 

are “not at all” concerned.  

Among the 72% of Ugandans who had contact with a public clinic or hospital in the past 

year (not shown), nearly two-thirds (65%) say they found it “difficult” or “very difficult” to 

obtain the care they needed, a finding that reinforces the notion that barriers to health care 

access are widespread in Uganda (Figure 4). 
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Figure 3: Worry about affording medical care | Uganda | 2024 

 

Respondents were asked: How much do you personally worry that you or someone in your family will 

get sick and will be unable to obtain or afford needed medical care? 

Figure 4: Difficulty in accessing medical care | Uganda | 2024 

 

Respondents were asked: In the past 12 months, have you had contact with a public clinic or hospital? 

[If “yes”:] How easy or difficult was it to obtain the medical care or services you needed? (Respondents 

who had no contact with a public clinic or hospital are excluded.)  

  

Among those who sought services at a public health facility during the past year, more than 

two-thirds (68%)1 report that they were unable to obtain the necessary medical care or 

medicines owing to its high cost, including one-third (33%) who say this happened “often” 

(Figure 5).  

  

 
1 Due to rounding, percentages for combined categories reported in the text may differ slightly from the sum of 
sub-categories shown in figures (e.g. 17% “once or twice,” 17% “a few times,” and 33% “often” sum to 68%). 
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Figure 5: High cost prevented access to medical care | Uganda | 2024 

 

Respondents were asked: In the past 12 months, have you had contact with a public clinic or hospital? 

[If “yes”:] And have you encountered any of these problems with a public clinic or hospital during the 

past 12 months: High cost that prevented you from getting the care or medicines you needed? 

(Respondents who had no contact with a public health clinic or hospital are excluded.) 

Medical aid coverage 

More than nine in 10 Ugandans (95%) say they do not have any type of medical aid 

coverage, whether private or public, that would help to pay medical bills in case they got 

sick (Figure 6). Only 4% report having health insurance. 

Figure 6: Medical aid coverage | Uganda | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: Do you have any medical aid coverage that helps pay your medical bills if 

you get sick?  

 

The leading reasons for lacking medical aid coverage among Ugandans are a lack of 

awareness of existing health insurance schemes (32%) and the inability to afford health 

insurance (31%) (Figure 7). About one in five say that there are no health insurance schemes 

in their area (12%) or that they don’t know how to enrol (9%).   
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Figure 7: Main reason for no medical aid | Uganda | 2024 

 
Respondents who lack medical aid were asked: What is the main reason you don’t have medical aid 

coverage? (Respondents who say they have medical aid were excluded.) 

National Health Insurance Scheme  

About four-fifths (78%) of Ugandans have not heard of the government’s proposed National 

Health Insurance Scheme (NHIS) (Figure 8). This suggests that public communications and 

awareness campaigns about the scheme have been limited in reach. 

Figure 8: Heard about National Health Insurance Scheme? | Uganda | 2024 

 
Respondents were asked: Have you heard about the proposed government National Health Insurance 

Scheme? 
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Among those who have heard about the NHIS, three-fourths (76%) support its implementation 

“somewhat” (19%) or “a lot” (57%) (Figure 9). Another 13% support the idea just “a little bit,” 

while 10% oppose it outright.  

Similarly, three-fourths (75%) of those aware of the NHIS believe it will be “fairly effective” or 

“very effective,” while about one-fifth expect it to be “not very effective” (12%) or “not at all 

effective (10%) (Figure 10). 

Figure 9: Support for National Health Insurance Scheme | Uganda | 2024 

 
Respondents who had heard of the NHIS were asked: How much do you support the proposed National 

Health Insurance Scheme? (Respondents who had not heard of the NHIS are excluded.) 

Figure 10: Effectiveness of National Health Insurance Scheme | Uganda | 2024 

 
Respondents who had heard of the NHIS were asked: How effective do you expect the proposed 

National Health Insurance Scheme to be in assisting all Ugandans? (Respondents who had not heard of 

the NHIS are excluded.) 

Conclusion  

The most recent Afrobarometer survey suggests that Ugandans are more concerned about 

health than they have been in the recent past: Three-fifths of those surveyed say health is a 

top priority requiring government intervention.  
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Ugandans are especially concerned about the financial implications of health care. Two-

thirds of those who had contact with a public clinic or hospital in the past year say they had 

to forego treatment or medicines because of the high cost, and most say they worry that 

they won’t be able to obtain or afford care when they need it. 

Health insurance could play a crucial role in improving access to medical care, yet its 

penetration remains extremely low. Gaps in awareness about existing health insurance 

schemes and lack of affordability continue to block Ugandans from acquiring medical aid 

coverage.  

One solution put forward by the government is the National Health Insurance Scheme 

funded by compulsory monthly contributions. A large majority of Ugandans say they have 

not heard of the programme, but those who know about it are broadly supportive of it and 

confident of its potential. 

While public information campaigns about existing schemes and how to enrol in them might 

be helpful, the survey findings also provide support for activists’ calls to speed up 

implementation of the NHIS and ensure its effective operationalisation in order to move 

toward universal health coverage. 
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