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Abstract
This study explores the interconnected dynamics of drug abuse, crime, and juvenile delinquency
in Nigeria, with a focus on their implications for social work practice and policy formulation. The
paper highlights how socio-economic factors such as poverty, unemployment, family instability,
and peer influence contribute to the rising prevalence of substance abuse and delinquent
behaviors among Nigerian youths. Drawing on both theoretical perspectives and empirical
evidence, the study underscores the cyclical relationship between drug abuse and criminality,
where substance misuse serves as both a cause and a consequence of delinquent behavior. The
study shows that punitive responses to these challenges remain inadequate, as they fail to address
the structural inequalities and social vulnerabilities that sustain the cycle of abuse and crime.
Received: 15/06/2025 The study concludes that holistic, rehabilitative, and preventive approaches are essential for
Accepted: 22/06/2025 breaking this cycle. It emphasizes the critical role of social workers in prevention, rehabilitation,
Published: 26/06/2025 reintegration, and advocacy, while calling for policy reforms that prioritize youth empowerment,
Vol = 2 Issue — 3 evidence-based interventions, and multi-sectoral collaboration. Thus, the study recommended
that addressing drug abuse and juvenile delinquency in Nigeria requires a comprehensive
PP: -35-40 . . . . S
framework that integrates social work practice with robust, youth-centered policy initiatives.
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use and criminal acts (Nwankwo & Eze, 2021). These

INTRODUCTION

Drug abuse, crime, and juvenile delinquency remain pressing
social problems in Nigeria, posing significant challenges to
public safety, health, and community development. The rapid
increase in substance use among young people has been
linked to broader issues of criminal behavior and social
instability, thereby complicating efforts toward national
development and youth empowerment. According to the
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC, 2018),
Nigeria has one of the highest prevalence rates of drug use in
Africa, with youths representing the most vulnerable group.
This trend is particularly concerning because substance abuse
not only undermines individual well-being but also
contributes to a cycle of violence, theft, and other forms of
delinquency (Adejumo & Olajumoke, 2020).

The rise in juvenile delinquency is further exacerbated by
socio-economic conditions such as poverty, unemployment,
and family disintegration. Studies suggest that adolescents
exposed to unstable family environments and peer pressure
are more likely to engage in deviant behaviors, including drug

dynamics highlight the interconnectedness between drug
abuse and delinquency, illustrating how substance misuse
often acts as both a cause and a consequence of criminal
tendencies among young people. For social work
professionals and policymakers, the growing nexus between
drug abuse and delinquency in Nigeria underscores the need
for effective intervention frameworks. Social workers play a
critical role in prevention, rehabilitation, and reintegration,
while policy formulation must address the root causes of
youth vulnerability through education, community-based
programs, and economic empowerment initiatives (Okoye &
Obi, 2019). Without comprehensive and collaborative
strategies, the challenges posed by these issues will continue
to undermine national development and social cohesion. Thus,
exploring the dynamics of drug abuse, crime, and juvenile
delinquency in Nigeria is crucial for developing evidence-
based interventions that can inform social work practice and
guide policy decisions aimed at safeguarding the country’s
future generations.
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Statement of the Problem

Nigeria continues to face a growing crisis of drug abuse,
crime, and juvenile delinquency, which collectively threaten
social order, public health, and sustainable development.
Despite efforts by government agencies, law enforcement, and
community stakeholders, the rate of substance misuse among
young people remains alarmingly high, with widespread
reports linking drug abuse to violent crimes, cultism, armed
robbery, and other antisocial behaviors (UNODC, 2018). The
situation is compounded by the fact that many adolescents
who engage in delinquent activities often come from socio-
economically disadvantaged backgrounds where
unemployment, poverty, and family instability create fertile
ground for deviance (Nwankwo & Eze, 2021). One major
concern is that existing interventions in Nigeria have largely
focused on punitive measures rather than preventive and
rehabilitative strategies. Law enforcement responses, while
necessary, have not adequately addressed the underlying
causes of substance abuse and delinquency. Social workers,
who should be at the forefront of prevention, treatment, and
reintegration programs, often face institutional and resource
constraints that limit their effectiveness (Okoye & Obi, 2019).

Consequently, the lack of a comprehensive and integrated
approach has allowed the cycle of drug abuse and juvenile
crime to persist, thereby endangering both individual futures
and the nation’s stability. This persistent problem raises
critical questions about how drug abuse, crime, and juvenile
delinquency intersect, and how these dynamics can inform
more effective social work practice and policy formulation.
Without addressing these challenges holistically, Nigeria risks
continued social disintegration, rising insecurity, and the loss
of human capital needed for national progress.

Conceptual Review

Drug Abuse

Drug abuse refers to the harmful or hazardous use of
psychoactive substances, including alcohol, cannabis, cocaine,
and other illicit drugs. In Nigeria, drug abuse has become a
pressing social problem due to its prevalence among youth
and its strong association with criminality (UNODC, 2018).
Drug abuse is a pervasive social and public health problem
that involves the excessive and maladaptive use of
psychoactive substances in ways that deviate from accepted
medical or social standards. It goes beyond the occasional or
medically prescribed use of drugs, extending to the misuse of
substances such as cannabis, cocaine, tramadol, codeine, and
methamphetamine  for recreational or non-therapeutic
purposes. The essence of drug abuse lies in the harmful
pattern of use that often results in physical, psychological, and
social consequences for the individual and the community.

In the Nigerian, drug abuse is particularly prevalent among
adolescents and young adults, who often experiment with
substances due to peer influence, stress, unemployment, or as
a means of coping with socio-economic hardship. Such
misuse impairs judgment, increases susceptibility to risk-
taking behavior, and is closely linked to criminal activities
and juvenile delinquency. Over time, consistent abuse can

lead to addiction, deteriorating health, poor academic or job
performance, and breakdown of social relationships (Adeleke,
2020). From a social work perspective, drug abuse is not only
a personal health issue but also a social concern that demands
preventive education, counseling, rehabilitation, and
reintegration strategies. At the policy level, drug abuse
challenges governments to design effective frameworks for
control, while also addressing the socio-economic drivers that
push individuals—particularly youths—toward substance
misuse.

Crime

Crime encompasses acts that violate established laws and
attract legal sanctions. In relation to drug abuse and juvenile
delinquency, crime is often manifested in violent behavior,
theft, cultism, and other antisocial acts. (Adejumo &
Olajumoke, 2020). Crime is generally understood as any act
or omission that violates the laws established by a society and
is punishable by the state. It represents behavior that is
deemed harmful, threatening, or disruptive to social order and
the well-being of individuals and communities. Beyond its
legal definition, crime can also be viewed as a social
construct, shaped by cultural values, economic conditions, and
political systems. What is considered a crime in one society
may not necessarily be criminalized in another, illustrating its
relative and context-dependent nature (Clinard & Meier,
2016). In Nigeria, crime encompasses a wide range of
activities, including theft, armed robbery, drug trafficking,
internet fraud, corruption, cultism, and violent offenses. These
crimes are often driven by socio-economic challenges such as
poverty, unemployment, inequality, and weak law
enforcement mechanisms. Among youths, in particular, crime
is frequently linked with peer pressure, drug abuse, and
limited access to legitimate opportunities for personal and
economic advancement. The prevalence of crime in Nigeria
reflects the interplay between socio-economic deprivation,
family instability, and community disorganization. For social
workers, crime presents a challenge that extends beyond
punishment, requiring preventive interventions, rehabilitation
programs, and advocacy for policies that address its root
causes. At the policy level, crime management involves
strengthening legal institutions, promoting social justice, and
implementing programs aimed at reducing the conditions that
foster criminal behavior. (Adeleke, 2020).

Juvenile Delinquency

Juvenile delinquency refers to unlawful or deviant behaviors
committed by individuals under the legal age of adulthood. It
is often influenced by multiple factors including family
instability, exposure to drugs, peer pressure, and inadequate
social control mechanisms. Reviewing this concept highlights
how delinquent behavior among Nigerian youths is both a
cause and a consequence of drug abuse and crime (Nwankwo
& Eze, 2021). Juvenile delinquency refers to the engagement
of young individuals, typically under the age of 18, in
behaviors that violate legal, moral, or social norms of society.
These behaviors may range from minor infractions such as
truancy, disobedience, and curfew violations to more serious
offenses such as theft, drug use, gang violence, and assault.
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While crime refers broadly to unlawful acts committed by
individuals of all ages, juvenile delinquency specifically
focuses on misconduct among youths and adolescents,
highlighting the role of age, socialization, and development in
shaping deviant behavior (Shoemaker, 2018). In Nigeria,
juvenile delinquency is often linked to socio-economic
hardship, unemployment, poor parenting, peer pressure, and
the influence of drugs. Many delinquents come from
disadvantaged backgrounds where poverty, family instability,
and limited access to education create vulnerabilities that
expose them to negative peer groups and environments.
Cultism in schools, internet fraud, and street crimes are
common manifestations of juvenile delinquency among
Nigerian youths. Drug abuse is also a major contributor, as it
lowers inhibitions and fosters involvement in criminal and
antisocial acts.

From a social work perspective, juvenile delinquency is not
merely a matter of legal violation but a symptom of broader
structural and developmental issues. Interventions must
therefore go beyond punitive measures to include
rehabilitation, counseling, family support, mentorship, and
community-based programs that redirect young people toward
positive pathways. At the policy level, addressing juvenile
delinquency requires reforms in the juvenile justice system,
investments in youth development, and the creation of
enabling environments that reduce the risk factors associated
with delinquent behavior. (Okoye & Obi, 2019).

Dynamics of Drug Abuse, Crime, and Juvenile
Delinquency in Nigeria

The dynamics of drug abuse, crime, and juvenile delinquency
in Nigeria reveal a deeply interconnected cycle shaped by
socio-economic, cultural, and institutional factors. These
issues reinforce one another, creating persistent challenges
that undermine social cohesion, public safety, and national
development.

Family and social influences: Family instability, parental
neglect, and exposure to violence strongly influence juvenile
delinquency in Nigeria. Broken homes and lack of effective
parental supervision often expose children to negative peer
groups, where drug use and criminal acts are normalized.
lyiani et al., (2018) argue, the absence of strong family
support systems weakens the socialization process, leaving
adolescents more susceptible to engaging in delinquent
lifestyles.

Socio-economic drivers: Widespread poverty,
unemployment, and limited access to education create an
environment in which young people are highly vulnerable to
drug abuse and delinquent behavior. Many youths turn to
drugs either as a coping strategy for economic hardship or as a
means of social acceptance among peers. Unemployment, in
particular, pushes some into petty crimes such as theft,
burglary, and drug trafficking as survival strategies
(Nwankwo & Eze, 2021).

Drug abuse as a catalyst for crime and delinquency: Drug
abuse often acts as both a trigger and a sustaining factor in
criminal behavior. Psychoactive substances such as cannabis,

tramadol, codeine, and methamphetamine impair judgment,
reduce self-control, and heighten aggression. Consequently,
youths under the influence may engage in violent crimes,
cultism, and armed robbery. Drug addiction also compels
some offenders to commit crimes repeatedly in order to fund
their substance use (Adejumo & Olajumoke, 2020).

Crime and delinquency reinforcing drug abuse: The
relationship between drug abuse and crime is cyclical. Young
people who become involved in gangs or cult groups are often
introduced to drugs as part of initiation rites or group identity.
In such settings, substance use reinforces delinquent behavior,
while criminal environments normalize and perpetuate drug
abuse. This cycle makes it difficult for many youths to escape
the trap of deviance once they are entangled in it (Adeleke,
2020).

Environmental and community factors: Urbanization,
population density, and the proliferation of street gangs and
drug markets have contributed to the rise of juvenile
delinquency in Nigeria. In many communities, weak law
enforcement and limited recreational or educational
opportunities create fertile ground for deviant behavior. The
lack of community-based rehabilitation programs further
exacerbates the problem by failing to provide positive
alternatives for at-risk youths (UNODC, 2018).

Institutional weaknesses: Nigeria’s criminal justice and
social welfare systems are often ill-equipped to respond
adequately to the challenges of drug abuse and juvenile
delinquency. Instead of rehabilitation, many young offenders
are incarcerated, where they are exposed to hardened
criminals, worsening their deviant behavior. Likewise, drug
users are frequently stigmatized rather than supported with
treatment and reintegration services, which prolongs the cycle
of crime and abuse (Okoye & Obi, 2019).

Implications for Social Work Practice

The interplay of drug abuse, crime, and juvenile delinquency
in Nigeria presents profound implications for both social work
practice and policy formulation. These challenges require a
coordinated response that blends preventive strategies,
rehabilitative services, and evidence-based policymaking.

Preventive and educational interventions: Social workers
are strategically positioned to implement preventive programs
that discourage substance abuse and delinquent behaviors.
Through school-based education, peer mentoring, and
community sensitization, they can provide young people with
life skills and knowledge to resist peer pressure and avoid
criminal involvement (Ogana et al., 2024).

Counseling, rehabilitation, and reintegration: Many
Nigerian youths involved in crime or delinquency are first-
time offenders influenced by drugs or adverse social
conditions. Social workers play a critical role in providing
psychosocial counseling, therapy, and rehabilitation programs
to aid recovery and reintegration. Effective interventions
reduce recidivism and help delinquents rebuild productive
lives (Adejumo & Olajumoke, 2020).
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Family and community engagement: Since family
breakdown and weak community structures are key drivers of
delinquency, social workers must strengthen parental
involvement and community participation in child
development. This includes parenting workshops, support
groups, and community-based initiatives that create safe
environments for youth (Nwankwo & Eze, 2021).

Advocacy and human rights protection: Social work
practice extends beyond service delivery to advocacy.
Practitioners are expected to champion the rights of young
offenders, ensuring they are treated fairly within the justice
system and offered opportunities for reform rather than
subjected to punitive-only measures (Okoye & Obi, 2019).

Capacity building and professional training: Addressing
the complex dynamics of drug abuse and delinquency requires
continuous professional development. Social workers need
training in contemporary approaches, such as trauma-
informed care, restorative justice, and community-based
rehabilitation, to effectively tackle these problems. (lyiani et
al., 2018).

Implications for Policy Formulation

Shift from punitive to rehabilitative approaches: Current
Nigerian policies largely emphasize punishment, including
imprisonment for drug-related offenses. However, this
approach has proven inadequate in reducing delinquency.
Policymakers must prioritize rehabilitation, prevention, and
social reintegration over punitive measures (Adeleke, 2020).

Integration of social work into national policies: Policy
frameworks should formally recognize the role of social work
in combating drug abuse and juvenile delinquency. This
recognition requires adequate funding, institutional support,
and inclusion of social work professionals in policymaking
processes (Okoye & Obi, 2019).

Evidence-based policymaking: Policies should be guided by
research and empirical data on drug use patterns, youth crime
trends, and the effectiveness of interventions. Such evidence-
based approaches ensure resources are directed to strategies
that have proven impact (UNODC, 2018).

Youth-centered development programs: Policymakers must
address the root socio-economic causes of delinquency,
including unemployment and lack of education. Investment in
vocational training, job creation, and empowerment initiatives
can provide alternatives to criminal involvement for
vulnerable youths (Nwankwo & Eze, 2021).

Multi-sectoral collaboration: No single sector can address
these issues in isolation. Effective policy must promote
collaboration among health services, law enforcement,
educational institutions, and social welfare agencies. Such an
integrated approach enhances prevention, treatment, and long-
term rehabilitation (Adeleke, 2020).

Theoretical Review

Strain Theory

Strain Theory, first proposed by Robert K. Merton in 1938,
provides an important framework for understanding the roots

of deviant behavior. The theory argues that societies establish
cultural goals—such as wealth, success, education, and
upward mobility—but access to the legitimate means of
achieving these goals is not equally distributed. When
individuals,  especially those  from  disadvantaged
backgrounds, are unable to achieve these socially approved
goals through conventional pathways, they experience strain
or frustration. This pressure often pushes them toward
deviance, as they adopt alternative means to cope with or
respond to the disjunction between goals and means (Merton,
1938). Merton outlined five possible modes of adaptation to
strain: conformity (accepting both goals and means),
innovation (pursuing goals through illegitimate means, such
as crime), ritualism (abandoning goals but following societal
rules), retreatism (rejecting both goals and means, often
through drug use or withdrawal), and rebellion (creating new
goals and means, such as forming gangs or embracing
alternative lifestyles) (Agnew, 2012). These adaptations are
particularly useful for explaining the dynamics of drug abuse,
crime, and juvenile delinquency in Nigeria.

The theory is highly relevant given the widespread socio-
economic inequalities, high rates of youth unemployment, and
limited access to education and legitimate opportunities for
advancement. For many young people, drug abuse can be
understood as a form of retreatism, where individuals escape
into substance use as a way of coping with poverty,
hopelessness, and lack of opportunity. Similarly, innovation is
evident in cases where youths turn to crime, such as internet
fraud, robbery, or drug trafficking, as alternative means of
achieving material success and social recognition. Juvenile
delinquency, particularly in the form of gang activity, cultism
in schools, and violent behavior, often reflects rebellion,
where young people reject societal norms and construct
alternative value systems through deviant peer groups.

For social work practice, Strain Theory emphasizes the need
to address both the personal and structural sources of strain.
Social workers are encouraged to design interventions that
focus on providing psychosocial support, vocational training,
mentorship, and rehabilitation services to youths, thereby
equipping them with coping mechanisms and legitimate
opportunities for advancement. For policy formulation, the
theory suggests that punitive approaches alone will be
insufficient. Instead, policies should target the root causes of
strain by addressing unemployment, poverty, inequality, and
lack of educational opportunities. By reducing these structural
barriers, policymakers can help weaken the forces that push
young people into drug abuse, crime, and delinquency. In
essence, Strain Theory highlights the cyclical relationship
between structural inequality and deviant behavior. It provides
a robust explanation of why many Nigerian youths become
entangled in drug use and criminal activity and underscores
the importance of integrating both preventive and
rehabilitative strategies in social work and policy responses.

Empirical Studies
Nyarko et al., (2019) examined the prevailing causes of
juvenile delinquency in Nigeria. It adopts analytical and
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qualitative research methodologies by relying on the existing
legal and theoretical frameworks and also, a descriptive
survey through questionnaires and direct interviews of 1,500
stakeholders from selected states in the six geo-political zones
of Nigeria. Purposive and simple random sampling techniques
are employed and simple percentage scores and frequency
counts are used to analyse the research questions. The results
from the descriptive analyses show that the prevailing causes
of juvenile delinquency in Nigeria were those encapsulated in
the sociological theory of juvenile delinquency. The paper
recommends the preventive mechanisms and argues for legal
and structural reforms towards economic efficiency, equity
and democracy for juveniles.

Yunasa (2015) carried out a study on substance abuse among
juvenile delinquents in Zaria metropolis of Kaduna State,
Nigeria. The targeted population for the study were juvenile
delinquents, parents, teachers, personnel of the National Drug
Law Enforcement Agency (NDLEA) in Zaria metropolis, the
police personnel serving in the police formations in Zaria
metropolis, social welfare officers, senior court officials,
traditional leaders, religious leaders, students’ of higher
institutions and members of the general public. Five research
objectives and research questions served as guide for the
study. The study adopted the use of multistage, stratified
sampling and purposive sampling techniques. The sample size
for the study was two hundred and eighty-nine (289)
respondents. The quantitative aspect of the study consisted of
two hundred and seventy four respondents while the
qualitative aspect had fifteen participants for the in-depth
interviews; all of which were purposively selected from
eleven (11) districts (clusters) of Zaria metropolis. Findings
from the study revealed that there were more males than
females surveyed and that juvenile delinquents in the
metropolis abuse dry lizard feaces, smell from gutter, smell
from pit toilet and soak away to intoxicate themselves. The
findings further revealed that some juvenile delinquents were
found to be abusing hard drugs such as codeine, cannabis,
tranquilizers, amphetamines, cocaine, among others. Also, the
findings revealed the involvement of juveniles in drug-related
behaviours, predisposing them into violent crimes such as
murder, rape, vandalism, burglary, gang violence and other
anti-social behaviours typically committed by juvenile
delinquents under the influence of illicit substances. In
addition, the findings showed 10-12 years as the average age
of first-time substance use among juveniles in the metropolis.
Based on these findings, recommendations were offered to the
government, parents, the media and the community on the
steps to be taken to prevent and control the social problem of
substance abuse among juvenile delinquents in Zaria.

Ogana et al., (2024) examined drug abuse and its effects on
the youths and socio-economic development in Nigeria. A
review of National Drug Law Enforcement Agency
(NDLEA), Enugu State. It can be deduced that the economic
impact of drug misuse is measured in terms of lost potential
workforce, low productivity, and the establishment of an
unfavorable investment climate, all of which have an impact
on Nigeria's Gross National Income. The heinous crime of

illicit drug use and abuse necessitates a social commitment of
resources to evidence-based prevention methods and
measures, like treatment, rehabilitation, and public education.
In Enugu state, NDLEA has done well to stern the tide of
fighting the scourge of drug abuse and drug trafficking among
the youths. Data for the research were sourced from oral
interview (primary sources) and documented works
(secondary sources). The study was anchored on availability-
proneness theory as propounded by Reginald Smart. The
findings of the study revealed that youths constitute the high
risk group for drug abuse. It was also found that public
enlightenment strategy that involves the use of public lectures,
seminars and open symposiums is key in checking the menace
of drug abuse. The study recommended among other things;
that there should be public enlightenment to expose the
dangers drug abuse and government should provide more
employment opportunities for the youths and review existing
drug laws to include stiffer penalties for offenders.

lyiani et al., (2018) examined the socio-cultural factors that
influence juvenile delinquency among secondary school
students in Abuja. Juvenile delinquency refers to a large
variety of disapproved behaviour of children and adolescents,
which society frowns at and for what some admonishment,
punishment or coercive measures are justified in the public
interest. Delinquent behaviour is a major problem among
secondary school students which gives rise to truancy,
fighting, substance abuse, crime, etc. The study adopted a
cross-sectional survey design. Questionnaire and In-depth
Interview Guide were the instruments for data collection. The
sample size for the study comprises 210 respondents. The
findings of the study revealed that a significant number of the
respondents were aware of delinquent behaviour.
Furthermore, the respondents indicated that place of residence
(82.8%), poverty, peer pressure (73.0%), parenting style
(64.7%) and family size (64.7%) influence delinquent
behaviour. The study also shows that most of the students
have engaged in the delinquent act. The study recommends
that there is a need for secondary schools in Nigeria to adopt
zero tolerance for delinquent behaviour. Social workers
should engage in community education and sensitization on
juvenile delinquency in families, religious places,
communities, schools, and strategic measure to abate and
eradicate the menace.

Conclusion

This study has explored the complex and interconnected
dynamics of drug abuse, crime, and juvenile delinquency in
Nigeria, emphasizing their far-reaching implications for social
work practice and policy formulation. The study conclude that
these social problems are deeply rooted in structural
inequalities such as poverty, unemployment, and limited
access to quality education, as well as family disintegration,
weak community support systems, and institutional
shortcomings. Drug abuse not only serves as a catalyst for
crime and delinquency but also perpetuates a vicious cycle
that undermines youth development, public safety, and
national progress. From a social work perspective, these
dynamics affirm the urgency of shifting from punitive to
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rehabilitative and preventive interventions. Effective solutions
must be holistic, addressing not only the immediate needs of
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