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Abstract 

Substance abuse has emerged as one of the most pressing social challenges confronting 

contemporary societies, particularly in Nigeria. The growing prevalence of substance abuse 

among young people has raised significant concerns regarding its adverse effects on youth 

development. This paper examines the relationship between substance abuse and socio-

economic disintegration, with particular emphasis on their implications for youth 

development in Nigeria. Employing a descriptive and analytical methodology based on 

secondary sources of data, the study argues that substance abuse functions both as a driver 

and consequence of socio-economic disintegration. Socio-economic factors such as social 

exclusion, poverty, economic hardship, high unemployment, family instability, peer 

influence, poor educational facilities, weak institutional structures, and inadequate youth-

support initiatives contribute to the increasing incidence of substance abuse among youths as 

well as exacerbate socio-economic disintegration. The study further notes that the cyclical 

interaction between substance abuse and socio-economic disintegration poses serious threats 

to sustainable youth development. The study identifies sustainable economic empowerment 

initiatives, effective policy formulation and implementation, comprehensive drug education 

and prevention programmes, robust religious, family, and community engagement, accessible 

and affordable rehabilitation, counseling, and mental health services, and inclusive and 

participatory governance paradigms as strategies toward addressing substance abuse and 

socio-economic disintegration. The paper concludes that achieving these requires a 

coordinated multi-stakeholder approach involving government agencies, educational 

institutions, families, religious organisations, community leaders, and civil society actors. 

Such collaborative interventions are essential for fostering social stability, enhancing youth 

well-being, and promoting sustainable development in Nigeria. 
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Introduction 

The youth population constitutes one of the most valuable assets for national development. 

They remain a strategic demographic cohort whose productive capacities and innovative 

potential play a pivotal role in fostering economic development, promoting social cohesion, 

driving political transformation, and strengthening peace and security at local, national, and 

international levels (United Nations, 2023; African Union Commission, 2020). The 

productive potential of young people constitutes a major asset for sustainable development 

and societal stability (Okijie et al., 2023). According to the United Nations (2018), youth 

development investments provide young people with the competencies and opportunities 

necessary for active engagement in socio-economic and peace-building processes. Such 

investments, particularly in education, skills acquisition, health, and social protection, 

strengthen youth capacity, foster innovation, reduce poverty, and contribute to sustainable 

social and economic development (World Bank, 2024). However, countries that fail to invest 

strategically in youth development risk economic stagnation, social instability, and weakened 

prospects for sustainable development (Okijie et al., 2023; United Nations, 2018). 

One of the most pressing challenges confronting contemporary societies is the growing 

prevalence of substance abuse among young people (United Nations Office on Drugs and 

Crime [UNODC], 2023). The World Health Organisation (WHO) (2023) argues that 

substance abuse, the harmful or excessive use of psychoactive substances, negatively affects 

an individual’s health, well-being, and social functioning. Globally, drug abuse has become a 

major public health and developmental concern due to its adverse effects on physical health, 

mental well-being, educational attainment, productivity, and the social fabric of society 

(UNODC, 2023; WHO, 2023; Degenhardt et al., 2016). The World Drug Report of the 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) indicates that drug-related disorders 

and the use of both traditional and synthetic substances continue to increase globally, 

particularly among young populations, thereby posing serious challenges to sustainable 

development and human security (UNODC, 2023). 

Substance abuse has emerged as a significant social problem in Nigeria, affecting a 

considerable proportion of the youth population and posing serious socio-economic and 

health-related consequences (Abayomi et al., 2021; UNODC, 2019). Reports from the 

National Drug Law Enforcement Agency (NDLEA) show that approximately 14 million 

Nigerians are involved in the abuse of harmful substances, with youths constituting the most 

vulnerable category of users (NDLEA, 2024; UNODC, 2023). The report further reveals that 

secondary school students and young adults are increasingly exposed to drug abuse due to 

peer influence, curiosity, economic hardship, and social pressures (NDLEA, 2024). This 

trend has generated growing concern among policymakers, health professionals, educators, 

and development practitioners because of its implications for youth development, public 

health, social stability, and national productivity (UNODC, 2023; WHO, 2023). Existing 

studies indicate that substance abuse has become increasingly prevalent among Nigerian 

youths, particularly in areas where unemployment, poverty, peer pressure, illiteracy, 

economic strain, moral decline, and family instability are widespread (Adeleye et al., 2025; 
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Adenuga, 2024; Obot, 2020; UNODC, 2019). The increasing prevalence of substance use 

among young people poses serious challenges to public health, social stability, and economic 

development (UNODC, 2019). 

However, while several studies have examined the prevalence, causes, and consequences of 

substance abuse among adolescents and young adults (Ajiboye & Olademo, 2025; Adenuga, 

2024; Obiagu & Onele, 2024; Ogana et al., 2024; Abayomi et al., 2021; Akanbi et al., 2021), 

much of the existing literature has focused on individual-level determinants such as peer 

influence, family background, socio-economic status, cultural norms, and environmental 

conditions that predispose youths to substance use. In addition, empirical works have 

extensively documented the adverse effects of substance abuse on health outcomes, 

educational attainment, criminal behaviour, security, and overall social well-being. Despite 

these contributions, limited attention has been given to the broader structural and systemic 

relationship between substance abuse and socio-economic disintegration. Furthermore, the 

implications of this interrelationship for sustainable youth development remain 

underexplored in existing works, particularly within the Nigerian context. This study seeks to 

address these gaps by providing an integrated analysis of the nexus between substance abuse, 

socio-economic disintegration, and sustainable youth development in Nigeria, with a view to 

advancing a more holistic and development-oriented understanding of the phenomenon.  

The aim of this study is to establish the nexus between substance abuse and socio-economic 

disintegration and to examine their implications for sustainable youth development. By 

exploring the interrelated and mutually reinforcing nature of these phenomena, the study 

seeks to generate evidence-based insights that can inform effective policy interventions and 

developmental strategies aimed at mitigating substance abuse and promoting youth 

development in Nigeria. In doing so, the study contributes to the emerging scholarly 

discourse that conceptualise substance abuse not merely as a public health or behavioural 

issue, but as a multidimensional development challenge with significant socio-economic 

implications. It further situates the problem within a broader structural framework, thereby 

enhancing understanding of how socio-economic conditions shape youth vulnerability and 

development outcomes 

Conceptual Clarifications 

Substance Abuse 

The World Health Organisation conceptualises substance abuse as the excessive, 

inappropriate, or harmful use of psychoactive substances in a manner that negatively affects 

an individual’s health, behaviour, and well-being (WHO, 2023). Substance abuse 

encompasses the recurrent use of psychoactive substances despite their harmful effects on 

physical health, mental well-being, social relationships, educational achievement, and 

occupational performance (WHO, 2024). Contemporary literature identifies both legal 

substances such as alcohol, tramadol, codeine, and tobacco and illegal drugs such as 

cannabis, heroin, cocaine, and methamphetamine as among the most commonly abused 
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substances among youths (Gever, 2025; Obiagu & Onele, 2024; WHO Africa, 2024). 

Substance abuse occurs when the use of drugs interferes with an individual’s ability to 

perform social, educational, occupational, or family responsibilities effectively (UNODC, 

2023; WHO, 2024). In the context of this study, substance abuse refers to the persistent 

misuse of psychoactive substances by young people in ways that undermine their health, 

productivity, social relationships, and capacity to contribute positively to personal and 

societal development. 

Socio-Economic Disintegration 

Socio-economic disintegration is a concept that combines two interconnected dimensions, 

namely social and economic disintegration. According to Kaplan (2017), social disintegration 

occurs when the institutions that sustain social order and community cohesion become 

weakened; creating interconnected social problems across multiple sectors of society. Social 

problems such as poverty, crime, family instability, and substance abuse are often 

manifestations of broader systemic breakdowns within society (Kaplan, 2017). Economic 

disintegration is the weakening of economic systems and opportunities necessary for 

sustainable livelihoods. It is characterised by high unemployment, underemployment, 

poverty, inflation, income inequality, low productivity, economic instability, de-

industrialisation, and reduced access to economic opportunities (Harms & Niedringhaus, 

2024; Janeba & Schulz, 2024; Scheiring & King, 2023). Harms and Niedringhaus (2024) 

maintain that economic forces and social cohesion are mutually reinforcing. Rising 

inequality, exclusion, and weakening redistributive mechanisms can erode collective identity 

and trust, thereby accelerating both economic and social disintegration. Therefore, socio-

economic disintegration refers to the erosion of social cohesion, economic opportunities, 

institutional effectiveness, and collective social values. It is often manifested through poverty, 

unemployment, insecurity, educational decline, social exclusion, family breakdown, 

criminality, and political instability. 

Sustainable Youth Development 

Youth development is a multidimensional process through which young people acquire the 

knowledge, skills, values, and opportunities required for effective participation in social, 

economic, political, and civic life (United Nations, 2018). Buenconsejo and Datu (2022) 

examine youth development through a strengths-based approach that promotes the positive 

growth of young people through the development of competencies, resilience, character, 

confidence, connection, and caring. According to these scholars, the focus is on nurturing 

youths' assets and potentials rather than merely addressing behavioural problems.  

Stilwell et al. (2024) describe youth development as a comprehensive process that creates 

supportive environments and opportunities for young people to build social, emotional, 

cognitive, and behavioural competencies necessary for healthy development, well-being, and 

constructive societal engagement. Martin-Barrado and Gomez-Baya (2024) view youth 

development through the lens of the Positive Youth Development (PYD) framework, 
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emphasising the development of the “5 Cs”–Competence, Confidence, Connection, 

Character, and Caring–which collectively enable young people to thrive and contribute 

positively to their communities. Drawing from these perspectives, youth development 

involves a holistic and strengths-based process through which young people acquire the 

competencies, values, relationships, resilience, and opportunities necessary to achieve 

personal well-being and contribute meaningfully to societal development. Sustainable youth 

development, therefore, involves creating social, economic, educational, and political 

opportunities that enable young people to achieve their full potential. It encompasses 

education, skills acquisition, employment opportunities, civic engagement, mental and 

physical well-being, and economic empowerment that enable youth development. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is anchored on Strain Theory (ST). ST was originally developed by Robert Merton 

(1938) to explain deviant behaviour as a response to the discrepancy between socially 

approved goals and the legitimate means available to achieve them. The theorist argues that 

societies encourage individuals to pursue culturally valued goals such as economic success, 

educational attainment, and social mobility. However, when access to legitimate 

opportunities is restricted by poverty, unemployment, inequality, and social exclusion, 

individuals experience strain or frustration. Merton identified different modes of adaptation to 

this structural strain: conformity, innovation, ritualism, retreatism, and rebellion. Of 

particular relevance to youth crime and substance abuse is innovation, in which individuals 

accept culturally valued goals but employ illegitimate means to achieve them. Merton’s 

theory places considerable emphasis on social structure, inequality, opportunity structures, 

culturally prescribed goals, and institutional means (Merton, 1938). 

Merton’s ideas were expanded by Robert Agnew in his General Strain Theory (GST) (1992). 

The basic proposition of GST is that experiences of strain can increase the likelihood of 

deviant or criminal behaviour. The author argues that strain is not restricted to the inability to 

achieve culturally prescribed economic goals. Instead, individuals can experience strain 

through several forms of adverse social relationships and events. For example, a young 

person may experience strain because of unemployment and inability to achieve economic 

goals, but also because of the death of a parent, relationship breakdown, bullying, 

discrimination, abuse, victimisation, family conflict, or other negative experiences. Agnew 

identifies three principal sources of strain: failure to achieve positively valued goals; removal 

or threatened removal of positively valued stimuli; and presentation or anticipated 

presentation of negatively valued stimuli (Agnew, 1992).  

The distinction becomes particularly important when studying substance abuse among 

youths. From a Mertonian perspective, a young person who is socialised to value wealth, 

success, and material achievement but faces unemployment, poverty, and limited legitimate 

opportunities may experience structural strain. The individual may respond through 

innovation, such as criminal activity, or retreatism, which may include withdrawal from 

conventional expectations through substance abuse (Merton, 1938). Agnew’s GST provides a 
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broader explanation. A young person may use psychoactive substances not only because of 

unemployment or blocked economic opportunities but also because of family conflict, peer 

rejection, bereavement, abuse, discrimination, relationship failure, academic frustration, or 

other negative experiences. Substance use may therefore constitute a maladaptive coping 

mechanism through which the individual attempts to escape or regulate negative emotional 

states generated by strain (Agnew, 1992, Agnew, 2001).  

Merton’s theory is particularly useful for explaining the structural origins of youth 

vulnerability. High unemployment, poverty, inequality, inadequate educational opportunities, 

and restricted access to legitimate economic resources create a gap between what society 

encourages young people to achieve and what they are realistically able to achieve through 

legitimate means (Merton, 1938). Agnew’s GST, however, is particularly useful for 

explaining the individual pathway from socio-economic and interpersonal strain to substance 

abuse. It allows the researcher to examine how unemployment, poverty, family instability, 

social exclusion, victimisation, educational failure, and other stressful experiences generate 

negative emotions and potentially encourage substance use as a maladaptive coping strategy 

(Agnew, 1992, 2001). 

This theory is relevant to the study because it explains how economic deprivation, 

unemployment, and blocked opportunities generate psychological strain that often predispose 

youths to substance abuse. It further situates substance abuse beyond individual behaviour, 

framing it as a manifestation of broader structural and socio-economic inequalities. Within 

the Nigerian context, many youths face significant barriers to achieving desirable socio-

economic goals due to widespread unemployment, economic hardship, inadequate 

educational opportunities, and limited social mobility (Adeleye et al., 2025; Adenuga, 2024; 

World Bank, 2021). These structural constraints generate feelings of frustration, 

hopelessness, and relative deprivation, which may contribute to various maladaptive coping 

behaviours among young people (Obiagu & Onele, 2024; Aminu & Adamu, 2022). 

Consequently, some youths resort to substance abuse as a coping mechanism to escape 

psychological stress and socio-economic pressures (Adenuga, 2024; Obiagu & Onele, 2024). 

Existing studies highlight that unemployment, poverty, and social exclusion significantly 

increase the likelihood of substance abuse among Nigerian youths (Ajiboye & Olademo, 

2025; Gever, 2025; UNODC & NBS, 2019). Furthermore, strain-induced substance abuse 

often contributes to additional social problems, such as criminality, educational failure, 

mental health disorders, and reduced productivity, thereby accelerating socio-economic 

disintegration (Harms & Niedringhaus, 2024; UNODC, 2019). Therefore, socio-economic 

and psychological strains constitute major impediments to positive youth development. 

Methodology 

This study employed a qualitative descriptive and analytical research design to examine the 

relationship between substance abuse, socio-economic disintegration, and youth development 

in Nigeria. The descriptive approach is employed to explore the nature, patterns, prevalence, 

and underlying determinants of substance abuse among young people, while the analytical 
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approach is utilised to examine the complex interactions between substance abuse and socio-

economic disintegration and their implications for sustainable youth development. The study 

adopted qualitative content analysis to examine documentary evidence on substance abuse 

and socio-economic disintegration and to explore their implications for sustainable youth 

development. Relevant peer-reviewed publications, books, government reports, policy 

documents, and publications of national and international organisations were purposively 

selected based on predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria. The analysis involved 

systematic reading, coding, categorisation, thematic development, and interpretation of 

relevant textual evidence. Initial codes were organised around patterns and drivers of 

substance abuse, economic and social consequences, educational and health outcomes, youth 

development, institutional responses, and sustainable development implications. Both 

deductive and inductive coding techniques were employed to accommodate predetermined 

analytical categories and emergent themes. The coded evidence was subsequently synthesised 

to establish the reciprocal relationship between socio-economic vulnerability and substance 

abuse and to examine how this nexus affects sustainable youth development. Credibility was 

enhanced through triangulation of academic, governmental, and institutional sources and 

maintenance of a systematic audit trail of the search, selection, coding, and analytical 

processes. 

Findings and Discussion 

The Nexus between Substance Abuse and Socio-Economic Disintegration 

Efforts to establish the nexus between substance abuse and socio-economic disintegration 

emphasise how structural and institutional factors contribute to increased vulnerability to 

substance abuse among young people. Social exclusion is a significant factor linking socio-

economic disintegration and substance abuse. Young people who experience discrimination, 

marginalisation, limited social support, and exclusion from meaningful participation in social 

and economic life are more likely to engage in substance use as a maladaptive coping 

strategy (Harms & Niedringhaus, 2024; Dai, 2022; UNODC, 2019). Such exclusion 

undermines social integration and weakens protective community structures, thereby 

increasing vulnerability to risky behaviours, including drug abuse and addiction (Obiagu & 

Onele, 2024; African Union Commission, 2020). Similarly, previous studies identify peer 

influence, weak family structures, neighbourhood characteristics, and poor social 

environments as significant predictors of substance abuse among youths (Ajiboye & 

Olademo, 2025; Adenuga, 2024; Obiagu & Onele, 2024; Akanbi et al., 2021). These studies 

consistently show that adverse social contexts weaken informal social control and increase 

exposure to deviant peer networks, thereby heightening the likelihood of substance use 

among young people (Abayomi et al., 2021; UNODC & NBS, 2019). 

The weakening of family structures and social institutions also contributes significantly to 

substance abuse (Obiagu & Onele, 2024; Akanbi et al., 2021). Family breakdown, parental 

neglect, domestic violence, and inadequate supervision have been associated with increased 

substance use among adolescents and young adults (Adenuga, 2024; Abayomi et al., 2021). 
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Research further reveals significant relationships between family environment, peer 

influence, and youth involvement in substance abuse (Adenuga, 2024; Akanbi et al., 2021). 

Weak educational systems, ineffective social welfare programmes, and inadequate youth-

support initiatives further exacerbate vulnerability by limiting access to protective social 

mechanisms (African Union Commission, 2020; UNODC, 2019). 

Economic hardship remains one of the strongest predictors of substance abuse among youths. 

Studies demonstrate that economic hardship reduces opportunities for social mobility and 

heightens susceptibility to risky behaviours, including substance use (Okijie et al., 2023; 

Degenhardt et al., 2016). High unemployment and poverty generate psychological stress and 

frustration that may encourage substance use as a coping mechanism (Sele & Zongo, 2025; 

Adenuga, 2024; Aminu & Adamu, 2022; World Bank, 2021). Research indicates that 

unemployment and socio-economic deprivation significantly increase vulnerability to drug 

abuse and addiction among young people (Ajiboye & Olademo, 2025; Sele & Zongo, 2025; 

UNODC & NBS, 2019). Thus, persistent inability to secure employment often produces 

feelings of hopelessness and social marginalisation, thereby reinforcing patterns of substance 

dependence among vulnerable youth populations (Sele & Zongo, 2025; Obiagu & Onele, 

2024; Agnew, 1992). 

Substance abuse is itself a manifestation of broader socio-economic problems. The growing 

prevalence of drug abuse among Nigerian youths reflects underlying structural challenges 

such as unemployment, poverty, inequality, weak governance, and social instability (Ajiboye 

& Olademo, 2025; Adenuga, 2024; UNODC, 2019). Scholars argue that substance abuse is 

closely associated with economic hardship, youth unemployment, and social frustration, 

reinforcing cycles of deprivation and vulnerability (Akanbi et al., 2021; Abayomi et al., 

2021). Studies contend that substance abuse functions both as a symptom and a driver of 

socio-economic underdevelopment by weakening productivity, increasing crime rates, and 

reducing human capital formation (Ogana et al., 2024; World Bank, 2021). Research 

similarly reports an alarming increase in drug abuse and drug-related criminal behaviour 

among youths, underscoring the extent to which socio-economic challenges have contributed 

to the normalisation of substance use in some communities (Ajiboye & Olademo, 2025; 

Gever, 2025; Akanbi et al., 2021). 

Research by Ogar et al. (2020) indicates that youth unemployment and economic deprivation 

are strongly associated with social vices, including substance abuse, cultism, and criminal 

behaviour in Nigeria. Similarly, Uzoagu (2022) emphasises that socio-economic 

marginalisation significantly contributes to youth restiveness and anti-social behaviours, 

underscoring structural deprivation as a key driver of deviant conduct among young people. 

These findings suggest that socio-economic disintegration—manifested in unemployment, 

poverty, social exclusion, insecurity, and family instability—creates conditions that heighten 

youths’ vulnerability to substance abuse, while also reinforcing cycles of social and economic 

dysfunction (Uzoagu, 2022; Ogar et al., 2020; UNODC, 2019). 
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In summary, substance abuse operates both as a driver and a consequence of socio-economic 

disintegration. On one hand, structural conditions such as unemployment, poverty, inequality, 

and weak social institutions increase youths’ vulnerability to substance use. On the other 

hand, persistent substance abuse undermines human capital formation, reduces productivity, 

weakens family and community structures, and exacerbates social instability. This reciprocal 

relationship reinforces cycles of deprivation and deviance, thereby deepening socio-economic 

fragility within affected communities. 

  

Implications of Substance Abuse for Youth Development 

The implications of substance abuse for youth development are multifarious. One of these is 

educational decline. Substance abuse impairs concentration, memory retention, and overall 

cognitive functioning, thereby reducing academic performance and increasing school 

absenteeism and dropout rates. Consequently, educational failure undermines human capital 

development and limits future employment and economic opportunities. Previous studies 

reveal that substance abuse adversely affects academic achievement, classroom engagement, 

cognitive performance, and school attendance among young people (Obiagu & Onele, 2024; 

Akanbi et al., 2021; UNODC, 2019). It is argued that students who engage in substance use 

are more likely to experience poor educational outcomes, increased risk of school dropout, 

and diminished opportunities for future employment (Obiagu & Onele, 2024; Akanbi et al., 

2021; Degenhardt et al., 2016). These outcomes are largely attributed to impaired cognitive 

functioning, reduced academic engagement, and disrupted behavioural regulation associated 

with substance use among adolescents and young adults. 

Moreover, substance abuse among Nigerian youths contributes significantly to rising levels 

of crime and insecurity in the country (Ajiboye & Olademo, 2025; Ogana et al., 2024; 

UNODC, 2019). Numerous studies have linked substance abuse to increased criminal 

activities, including theft, armed robbery, cultism, gang violence, kidnapping, sexual 

violence, and cybercrime, all of which undermine social order and discourage investment 

(Abayomi et al., 2021; Akanbi et al., 2021). Empirical findings further establish a strong 

association between drug abuse and youth involvement in criminal behaviours, thereby 

weakening community stability and broader socio-economic development (Ajiboye & 

Olademo, 2025; Uzoagu, 2022). Substance abuse among youths increases the prevalence of 

mental health disorders, cardiovascular diseases, liver diseases, and infectious diseases. These 

health challenges reduce youth productivity and quality of life. 

Furthermore, loss of economic productivity constitutes a major implication of substance 

abuse for youth development. Substance abuse reduces workplace productivity through 

absenteeism, poor job performance, impaired decision-making, and increased occupational 

accidents. Studies have shown that drug abuse diminishes labour productivity, employability, 

and entrepreneurial potential among young people, thereby constraining their contribution to 

economic development (Ogana et al., 2024; World Bank, 2024; Degenhardt et al., 2016). 
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Youths affected by substance dependence frequently experience absenteeism, reduced work 

efficiency, job instability, and prolonged unemployment (Ajiboye & Olademo, 2025; 

Adenuga, 2024). Consequently, substance abuse undermines human capital development and 

reduces national productivity by limiting the active participation of young people in 

productive economic activities (World Bank, 2024; United Nations, 2023). As a result, drug 

dependence contributes to rising youth unemployment and economic exclusion, further 

weakening prospects for sustainable youth development (Sele & Zongo, 2025; Ogar et al., 

2020). 

Equally, the economic costs associated with the treatment, rehabilitation, and control of 

substance abuse place considerable pressure on already fragile economies (UNODC, 2023; 

WHO, 2023). Beyond the direct impact on affected individuals and families, governments 

incur substantial expenditures in the provision of healthcare services, drug treatment 

programmes, law enforcement operations, criminal justice processes, and rehabilitation 

initiatives aimed at addressing the consequences of substance abuse (Ogana et al., 2024; 

UNODC, 2023). These costs divert scarce resources from other developmental priorities and 

further constrain socio-economic progress, particularly in developing countries with limited 

public resources (World Bank, 2024; WHO, 2023). Substance abuse also exerts profound 

psychological effects on young people, manifesting in depression, anxiety, emotional 

instability, psychotic disorders, and suicidal ideation (WHO, 2023; Obot, 2020; Degenhardt 

et al., 2016). These mental health consequences undermine youths’ cognitive, emotional, and 

social functioning, limiting their ability to engage productively in educational, economic, 

civic, and political activities (Adeleye et al., 2025; WHO, 2024; United Nations, 2023).  

Family disintegration represents another significant implication of substance abuse for youth 

development. Substance dependence often generates conflict within households, undermining 

family cohesion and stability. Studies indicate that drug abuse is associated with increased 

incidences of domestic violence, marital discord, family breakdown, child neglect, and 

emotional trauma, all of which weaken the family environment as a primary agent of 

socialisation and support (Abayomi et al., 2021; Akanbi et al., 2021). As addiction 

progresses, affected families frequently experience strained relationships, diminished parental 

supervision, and reduced emotional and financial support, thereby compromising the 

developmental needs of young people. Consequently, family instability weakens the 

protective social structures necessary for healthy youth development and increases 

vulnerability to further behavioural and social problems (Obiagu & Onele, 2024; African 

Union Commission, 2020). 

Substance abuse also perpetuates poverty among young people by diverting scarce financial 

resources away from productive activities such as education, skills acquisition, 

entrepreneurship, and income-generating ventures. Expenditure on drugs, treatment, and 

related consequences reduces the capacity of affected individuals to accumulate assets and 

improve their socio-economic conditions. Moreover, substance dependence often undermines 

educational attainment, employability, and labour productivity, thereby reinforcing cycles of 

poverty and economic deprivation among youths (Adenuga, 2024; Ogana et al., 2024; World 
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Bank, 2024). Consequently, substance abuse not only reflects existing socio-economic 

challenges but also contributes to their persistence by limiting opportunities for upward social 

and economic mobility (Sele & Zongo, 2025; Uzoagu, 2022). 

Substance abuse undermines social relationships, weakens interpersonal bonds, and erodes 

community trust (Harms & Niedringhaus, 2024; Kaplan, 2017). Addiction frequently results 

in social isolation, strained family and peer relationships, and reduced participation in 

community life, thereby contributing to social fragmentation and disintegration (Scheiring & 

King, 2023; Harms & Niedringhaus, 2024). Furthermore, drug-dependent youths often 

experience stigma, discrimination, and marginalisation, which limit their access to education, 

employment opportunities, and meaningful social participation (Dai, 2022; Obiagu & Onele, 

2024). Such exclusion reinforces existing socio-economic vulnerabilities and further 

accelerates processes of social and economic disintegration (Uzoagu, 2022; Harms & 

Niedringhaus, 2024). As these challenges intensify, social cohesion deteriorates, weakening 

collective efficacy, community solidarity, and the social capital necessary for sustainable 

development (Kaplan, 2017; Scheiring & King, 2023). 

Substance abuse poses a significant threat to the attainment of several Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) that are critical to youth development. These include SDG 1 (No 

Poverty), SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being), SDG 4 (Quality Education), SDG 8 (Decent 

Work and Economic Growth), and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions). By 

contributing to poor health outcomes, educational underachievement, unemployment, crime, 

social exclusion, and reduced productivity, substance abuse undermines progress toward 

these interconnected development goals (United Nations, 2023; United Nations Office on 

Drugs and Crime, 2023). The persistence of substance abuse among young people therefore 

constitutes a major obstacle to sustainable development, as it weakens human capital 

formation, social cohesion, economic growth, and peaceful societies necessary for achieving 

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (Okijie et al., 2023; United Nations, 2018). 

Based on the foregoing, substance abuse constitutes a significant impediment to youth 

development and a major catalyst of socio-economic disintegration. It contributes to 

educational failure, criminality, insecurity, reduced economic productivity, poor physical and 

mental health outcomes, unemployment, and poverty, family instability, weakened social 

relationships, and diminished social cohesion. Furthermore, substance abuse diverts scarce 

financial resources from productive investments in education, skills development, healthcare, 

and entrepreneurship, thereby exacerbating existing socio-economic challenges. These 

consequences also hinder the attainment of key Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

particularly those related to poverty reduction, health, education, decent work, and peaceful 

societies. Ultimately, substance abuse undermines youth development by limiting educational 

attainment, reducing employability, weakening psychological well-being, impairing social 

integration, and constraining young people’s capacity to participate meaningfully in 

economic, social, and civic life, thereby reinforcing cycles of socio-economic disintegration 

and underdevelopment. 
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Strategies and Recommendations for Addressing Substance Abuse and Socio-Economic 

Disintegration 

The interconnected nature of substance abuse, which functions both as a consequence and a 

catalyst of socio-economic disintegration while simultaneously constituting a significant 

barrier to sustainable youth development in Nigeria, underscores the need for comprehensive 

and integrated interventions. Such interventions should address the underlying structural 

causes of socio-economic deprivation, strengthen preventive measures against substance 

abuse, and create enabling conditions for positive youth development. Accordingly, a holistic 

response should encompass the following strategies: 

Sustainable Youth Empowerment Initiatives 

Governments should prioritise youth empowerment through sustained investments in 

employment opportunities, entrepreneurship development, vocational education, and skills 

acquisition programmes. By expanding economic opportunities and enhancing employability, 

such initiatives will reduce the economic vulnerability, frustration, and social exclusion that 

often predispose young people to substance abuse. Furthermore, meaningful employment and 

entrepreneurial engagement provide constructive pathways for self-reliance, socio-economic 

integration, and personal development, thereby contributing to the prevention of substance 

abuse and the promotion of sustainable youth development. 

Effective Policy Formulation and Implementation 

Governments should strengthen existing drug control policies while ensuring that preventive, 

treatment, and rehabilitative interventions receive equal attention. This requires the adoption 

of a balanced and comprehensive approach that combines law enforcement with public health 

strategies, community-based prevention programmes, and accessible rehabilitation services. 

Such an approach will not only reduce the prevalence of substance abuse but also facilitate 

the social reintegration of affected individuals and promote sustainable youth development. 

 Comprehensive Drug Education and Prevention Programmes 

Comprehensive drug education programmes should be integrated into school curricula at all 

levels of education as well as community-based youth development initiatives. Such 

programmes should provide accurate information on the health, social, economic, and legal 

consequences of substance abuse while equipping young people with the knowledge, life 

skills, and resilience needed to make informed decisions and resist negative peer influence. 

Empirical evidence indicates that well-designed and targeted prevention interventions will 

significantly reduce youths’ susceptibility to substance abuse, drug trafficking, and other 

drug-related behaviours. Consequently, strengthening preventive education and awareness 

campaigns remains essential for promoting healthy lifestyles, responsible citizenship, and 

sustainable youth development. 
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Robust Religious, Family and Community Engagement 

Parents, religious organisations, traditional institutions, and community leaders should 

intensify advocacy efforts against substance abuse and assume more active roles in mentoring 

young people, providing positive role models, and promoting sound moral and social values. 

As primary agents of socialisation, these stakeholders are uniquely positioned to influence 

youth behaviour, foster resilience, and discourage engagement in substance abuse and other 

deviant activities. Furthermore, parents should be equipped with the necessary skills for 

effective communication, supervision, guidance, and emotional support to strengthen family 

cohesion and enhance their capacity to identify and address early signs of substance abuse. 

Strengthening family and community-based support systems is therefore essential for 

preventing substance abuse and promoting the holistic development and well-being of young 

people. 

Accessible and Affordable Rehabilitation, Counselling and Mental Health Services 

Accessible and affordable counselling services, rehabilitation centres, and mental health 

support programmes should be expanded to meet the needs of at-risk youths and individuals 

struggling with substance dependence. Governments and relevant stakeholders should 

establish and adequately fund rehabilitation facilities that provide comprehensive treatment, 

psychosocial support, and recovery services. Beyond treatment, these centres should offer 

reintegration programmes, including educational support, vocational training, and livelihood 

opportunities, to facilitate the successful reintegration of recovering individuals into society. 

Strengthening access to such services is essential for reducing the long-term consequences of 

substance abuse, preventing relapse, and promoting the social, psychological, and economic 

well-being of affected youths. 

Inclusive and Participatory Governance Paradigm 

Addressing poverty, inequality, corruption, unemployment, and social exclusion is essential 

for reducing the structural conditions that contribute to substance abuse among young people. 

These socio-economic challenges often create environments of frustration, marginalisation, 

and limited opportunities, increasing youths’ vulnerability to drug use and related risky 

behaviours. Consequently, sustainable efforts to combat substance abuse must extend beyond 

individual-level interventions to include broader socio-economic reforms aimed at promoting 

social justice, inclusive development, equitable access to opportunities, and improved living 

conditions. By addressing these underlying determinants, governments and stakeholders will 

reduce the prevalence of substance abuse while fostering social cohesion, economic 

empowerment, and sustainable youth development. 

The above-mentioned strategies provide an integrated framework for disrupting the cyclical 

relationship between substance abuse and socio-economic disintegration while fostering 

sustainable youth development. Given that youths constitute the foundation of future national 
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development, the implementation of these measures should be prioritised within broader 

national development policies and sustainable development agendas. 

  

Conclusion 

Substance abuse among youth represents both a cause and a consequence of socio-economic 

disintegration. The interaction of unemployment, poverty, social exclusion, family instability, 

weak institutional structures, and limited socio-economic opportunities has contributed 

significantly to the increasing prevalence of substance abuse among Nigerian youths. In turn, 

substance abuse exacerbates educational decline, criminality, mental health challenges, 

reduced productivity, and social fragmentation. The analysis in this study demonstrates that 

sustainable youth development cannot be achieved without addressing the underlying socio-

economic conditions that predispose young people to substance abuse. Accordingly, a 

comprehensive and multi-sectoral approach encompassing economic empowerment, 

educational and preventive interventions, mental health support, accessible rehabilitation and 

counselling services, strengthened family, religious, and community engagement, as well as 

improved governance and social protection mechanisms, is imperative. Above all, a 

coordinated multi-stakeholder approach involving government agencies, civil society, 

educational institutions, healthcare providers, religious organisations, and international 

development partners is necessary. Such collaboration will ensure policy coherence, resource 

mobilisation, and sustained impact in promoting youth development and reducing substance 

abuse in Nigeria. 

Limitations and Suggestion for further Studies 

The study was limited by its reliance on existing documentary evidence, which depended on 

the availability and quality of published sources and may have excluded some unpublished or 

local-level studies. Its predominantly Nigerian focus may also limit the generalisability of 

findings to other contexts. Furthermore, content analysis reflects documented perspectives 

rather than direct experiences of affected youths and cannot establish individual-level causal 

relationships. Variations in the definitions and measurement of substance abuse, youth, socio-

economic disintegration, and youth development across sources may also affect 

comparability. The interpretive nature of qualitative coding introduces the possibility of 

researcher bias despite the use of systematic coding, inclusion criteria, triangulation, and an 

audit trail. However, these limitations do not invalidate the findings in this study, but indicate 

the need for caution in generalising them. Future studies should employ primary, 

longitudinal, and mixed-method approaches to provide deeper empirical evidence on the 

relationship between substance abuse, socio-economic disintegration, and sustainable youth 

development. 
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