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Abstract 

Substance abuse remains a significant public health challenge in Nigeria, exerting detrimental effects on individuals, 

families, and communities nationwide. Despite efforts to address substance abuse, its prevalence and impact persist, 

necessitating effective prevention strategies. This review examines the scope and dynamics of substance abuse in 

Nigeria, highlighting the urgent need for targeted prevention initiatives. Drawing on evidence from the World Drug 

Report 2019 and the National Drug Use Survey 2018, we explore the multifaceted nature of substance abuse and the 

factors contributing to its prevalence. Prevention efforts in Nigeria encompass education, early intervention, 

community engagement, and policy advocacy, with initiatives targeting schools, communities, and healthcare settings. 

We discuss the roles of education campaigns, school-based programs, community outreach, and policy advocacy in 

promoting awareness and reducing substance abuse. Additionally, we emphasize the importance of early intervention, 

community engagement, and policy advocacy in addressing substance abuse challenges. By adopting evidence-based 

strategies and fostering collaboration among stakeholders, Nigeria can mitigate the adverse effects of substance abuse 

and promote overall well-being. 
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Introduction 

Substance abuse remains a significant public health challenge in Nigeria, exerting detrimental effects on individuals, 

families, and communities nationwide. The misuse of psychoactive substances, including illicit drugs, prescription 

medications, and alcohol, contributes to a myriad of health and social problems, such as addiction, mental health 

disorders, social instability, and economic burdens. Despite efforts to address substance abuse, the prevalence and 

impact persist, necessitating effective prevention strategies to mitigate these consequences and promote overall well-

being. Understanding the scope and dynamics of substance abuse in Nigeria is paramount for developing targeted 

prevention initiatives suited to the country's diverse populations. The World Drug Report 2019 by the United Nations 

Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) highlights Nigeria as one of the countries facing significant drug-related 

challenges, with widespread substance abuse across various demographics and socioeconomic strata. Moreover, 

findings from the National Drug Use Survey 2018 conducted by the Federal Ministry of Health Nigeria provide 

valuable insights into drug use patterns and associated health risks, underscoring the urgency of proactive intervention 

measures. 

 

In response to the multifaceted nature of substance abuse, prevention efforts in Nigeria have garnered increasing 

attention and resources, aiming to address underlying risk factors, raise awareness about the dangers of substance 

misuse, and enhance access to support services for affected individuals. These initiatives recognize the complex 

interplay of socioeconomic, cultural, and environmental factors that contribute to substance abuse and strive to 

implement evidence-based strategies tailored to the country's unique context. Education plays a central role in 

substance abuse prevention, empowering individuals with knowledge about the risks associated with drug and alcohol 

misuse. School-based prevention programs, such as the Drug-Free Clubs Initiative implemented by the National Drug 

Law Enforcement Agency (NDLEA), aim to educate students about the harmful effects of substance abuse and equip 

them with refusal skills and coping strategies. Additionally, community-based awareness campaigns conducted by 

organizations like the Nigerian Red Cross Society and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) like the Youth 
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Empowerment and Development Initiative (YEDI) reach a broader audience, including parents, caregivers, and 

community leaders, to disseminate information and promote preventive behaviours. 

 

Early intervention is crucial in identifying and addressing substance abuse before it escalates into addiction. Integrated 

into primary healthcare settings, screening and brief intervention programs enable healthcare providers to identify 

individuals at risk and provide timely support and referrals to specialized services. The Nigerian Medical Association 

(NMA) advocates for the integration of substance abuse screening and intervention into routine medical care, 

emphasizing the importance of early detection and intervention in reducing the burden of substance-related disorders. 

Community engagement plays a vital role in mobilizing grassroots efforts to prevent substance abuse and promote 

healthy behaviours. Community-based organizations (CBOs) and religious institutions leverage their influence and 

reach to organize workshops, seminars, and outreach activities to educate community members and foster supportive 

environments. For example, the Initiative for Substance Abuse Prevention and Support (ISAPS) collaborates with 

local leaders and stakeholders to implement community-driven prevention initiatives and facilitate access to treatment 

and rehabilitation services. 

 

Policy advocacy is essential for creating an enabling environment for substance abuse prevention and treatment. Civil 

society organizations such as the Civil Society Legislative Advocacy Centre (CISLAC) and the Centre for Social 

Justice (CSJ) advocate for evidence-based policies and legislation to regulate the production, distribution, and sale of 

alcohol and tobacco products, as well as strengthen enforcement measures to curb illicit drug trafficking. Moreover, 

partnerships between government agencies, NGOs, and international organizations, such as the Partnership for a Drug-

Free Nigeria (PDFN), facilitate collaborative efforts to develop and implement comprehensive substance abuse 

prevention strategies at the national and local levels. 

 

What is Substance Abuse? 

Substance abuse refers to the harmful or hazardous use of psychoactive substances, including illicit drugs, prescription 

medications, and alcohol, which can lead to physical, psychological, and social harm. It encompasses a range of 

behaviours characterized by the excessive consumption of substances despite adverse consequences, such as impaired 

judgment, health problems, and negative impacts on relationships and responsibilities (Substance Abuse and Mental 

Health Services Administration, 2021). According to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2021), substance abuse 

involves the recurrent use of substances in ways that are detrimental to one's health, safety, and well-being. This 

includes the misuse of substances beyond prescribed doses, the use of substances for non-medical purposes, and the 

consumption of substances in combination with other drugs or alcohol. Substance abuse can manifest in various forms, 

including: 

 

1. Drug Addiction: The compulsive use of drugs despite adverse consequences, often accompanied by 

tolerance, withdrawal symptoms, and a loss of control over drug-seeking behaviour. 

2. Alcohol Abuse: Excessive consumption of alcohol leads to dependence, impaired judgment, and adverse 

health effects such as liver disease, cardiovascular problems, and cognitive impairment. 

3. Prescription Drug Misuse: The inappropriate use of prescription medications, such as opioids, sedatives, 

and stimulants, outside of medical supervision or beyond prescribed doses. 

4. Polydrug Use: The concurrent use of multiple substances, which can increase the risk of adverse effects and 

overdose. 

 

Substance abuse poses significant public health challenges worldwide, contributing to a range of health problems, 

social issues, and economic burdens. The misuse of psychoactive substances, including illicit drugs, prescription 

medications, and alcohol, can lead to addiction, physical dependence, and a host of negative consequences for 

individuals and communities. From increased rates of accidents and injuries to higher rates of mental health disorders 

and infectious diseases, substance abuse takes a toll on both physical and psychological well-being. Moreover, 

substance abuse often leads to social problems such as family dysfunction, homelessness, crime, and violence, further 

exacerbating its impact on society as a whole. Effective prevention and intervention strategies are essential to address 

substance abuse and its associated harms. Prevention efforts focus on reducing risk factors and promoting protective 

factors that can prevent substance abuse initiation or delay its onset. These efforts often involve education campaigns, 

community-based programs, and policy initiatives to raise awareness, build resilience, and promote healthy behaviours 

among individuals and communities. Additionally, intervention strategies aim to identify and address substance abuse 
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problems early, providing individuals with access to treatment, support, and recovery services. Through a combination 

of prevention, intervention, treatment, and recovery support, communities can mitigate the negative impact of 

substance abuse and promote health and well-being for all. 

 

Risks Associated with Substance Abuse 

Substance abuse poses a multitude of risks to individuals, communities, and society as a whole. These risks can 

encompass physical, psychological, social, and economic consequences: 

1. Physical Health Risks: Substance abuse can lead to a range of acute and chronic health problems, including 

cardiovascular issues, respiratory disorders, liver disease, neurological damage, and increased susceptibility 

to infectious diseases such as HIV/AIDS and hepatitis. Long-term substance abuse can also result in organ 

damage, compromised immune function, and an elevated risk of overdose-related fatalities. 

2. Mental Health Risks: Substance abuse is strongly linked to mental health disorders, including depression, 

anxiety, psychosis, and personality disorders. Prolonged substance abuse can exacerbate existing mental 

health conditions or precipitate the onset of new psychiatric symptoms. Substance-induced mental health 

disorders may persist even after discontinuing drug use, contributing to long-term psychological impairment. 

3. Social and Interpersonal Risks: Substance abuse can strain interpersonal relationships, leading to conflict, 

isolation, and alienation from family, friends, and community support networks. Individuals struggling with 

substance abuse may experience social stigma, discrimination, and legal problems, resulting in social 

marginalization and reduced opportunities for employment, housing, and education. 

4. Behavioral Risks: Substance abuse can impair judgment, impulse control, and decision-making abilities, 

increasing the likelihood of engaging in risky behaviours such as unsafe sex, criminal activity, and driving 

under the influence. These behaviours can have dire consequences, including accidents, injuries, legal 

sanctions, and unintended pregnancies. 

5. Economic Risks: Substance abuse imposes substantial economic costs on individuals, families, and society 

at large. Direct costs may include expenses related to medical treatment, rehabilitation programs, legal fees, 

and lost productivity in the workforce. Indirect costs may encompass the impact of substance abuse on 

employment opportunities, educational attainment, and economic productivity, as well as the burden placed 

on healthcare and criminal justice systems. 

6. Developmental Risks: Substance abuse during critical developmental stages, such as adolescence and young 

adulthood, can interfere with cognitive, emotional, and social development, impairing academic 

performance, vocational achievement, and future life prospects. Early initiation of substance use is associated 

with an increased risk of addiction, academic underachievement, and involvement in delinquent behaviours. 

 

Addressing the risks associated with substance abuse demands a multifaceted and integrated approach that spans 

prevention, intervention, treatment, and ongoing support services. Effective prevention strategies aim to reduce the 

initiation of substance use and prevent the progression to addiction by targeting risk factors at the individual, family, 

community, and societal levels. These strategies may include school-based prevention programs, community outreach 

initiatives, and public health campaigns that educate individuals about the risks of substance abuse, build resilience, 

and foster positive coping skills. Intervention efforts focus on identifying and intervening early in cases of substance 

misuse to prevent the escalation of problems and facilitate access to appropriate treatment services. Screening, brief 

intervention, referral to treatment (SBIRT) programs, crisis intervention services, and peer support groups play critical 

roles in connecting individuals with the necessary resources and support networks. Additionally, collaborative efforts 

between healthcare providers, social service agencies, law enforcement, and community organizations are essential 

for coordinating care and addressing the complex needs of individuals affected by substance abuse. Treatment services 

encompass a continuum of care that includes detoxification, residential rehabilitation, outpatient counselling, 

medication-assisted treatment, and peer recovery support services. Evidence-based treatment modalities, such as 

cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), motivational interviewing, and medication-assisted therapy, are tailored to the 

specific needs and preferences of individuals seeking help for substance use disorders. Access to culturally competent 

and linguistically appropriate services is crucial for ensuring equitable and effective treatment outcomes for diverse 

populations. Recovery support services play a vital role in promoting long-term recovery and sustained wellness for 

individuals in remission from substance use disorders. These services may include peer-led support groups, sober 

housing programs, vocational training, and educational resources to rebuild social networks, enhance life skills, and 

foster a sense of belonging and purpose. By providing ongoing support and encouragement, communities can 

empower individuals in recovery to achieve their full potential and thrive in all aspects of their lives. 



 
Substance Abuse Prevention in Nigeria 

 

25 Cite this article as:   

Maccido, H.M. (2024). Substance abuse prevention in Nigeria. FNAS Journal of Mathematics and Science Education, 5(2), 22-
28. 

 

 

Recognizing Warning Signs of Addiction 

Recognizing warning signs of addiction is crucial for early intervention and support, as it allows for timely assistance 

and prevents the escalation of substance abuse problems. Common behavioural warning signs include changes in 

mood or behaviour, withdrawal from social activities, and decline in academic or work performance (Brown et al., 

2018). Psychological indicators may include increased irritability, anxiety, or depression, as well as sudden mood 

swings or unexplained euphoria (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Moreover, behavioural changes such as 

secretive behaviour, lying, or stealing are indicative of potential addiction, as noted by the Substance Abuse and 

Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA, 2021). Individuals struggling with substance abuse may exhibit a 

pattern of deceitfulness to conceal their drug or alcohol use, often resorting to dishonesty to maintain their habit. 

Additionally, neglecting responsibilities, such as work, school, or familial obligations, can signal the prioritization of 

substance use over essential tasks and commitments (SAMHSA, 2021). 

 

Physiological signs further highlight the presence of substance abuse issues, as outlined by the National Institute on 

Drug Abuse (NIDA, 2021). Bloodshot eyes, for instance, may result from the use of certain drugs like marijuana or 

stimulants, indicating recent intoxication or impairment. Unexplained weight loss and changes in appetite are common 

manifestations of substance abuse, often linked to the impact of drugs or alcohol on metabolism and nutritional intake 

(NIDA, 2021). Moreover, sleep disturbances, including insomnia or excessive drowsiness, can stem from the 

disruptive effects of substance use on sleep patterns and circadian rhythms. Tremors, alterations in coordination, and 

speech difficulties may also arise as neurological consequences of substance abuse, reflecting the physiological toll 

of chronic intoxication on the brain and nervous system (NIDA, 2021). Recognizing these behavioural and 

physiological signs is essential for identifying individuals in need of intervention and support for substance abuse 

problems. Early detection allows for timely access to treatment and resources, facilitating the recovery process and 

mitigating the adverse consequences of addiction on individuals and communities. Indeed, vigilance and awareness 

play pivotal roles in identifying these warning signs, especially among close contacts like family members, friends, 

educators, and healthcare professionals (Smith & Johnson, 2020). These individuals often have firsthand observations 

of an individual's behaviour and can recognize deviations that may indicate underlying substance abuse issues. By 

remaining attentive to changes in mood, behaviour, and physical well-being, they can serve as frontline observers in 

the early detection of addiction warning signs. 

 

Early detection of these signs is crucial, as it enables individuals to access appropriate interventions and support 

services promptly (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration [SAMHSA], 2021). Initiating 

intervention at the earliest stages of substance abuse increases the likelihood of successful outcomes and reduces the 

risk of long-term harm. Prompt access to treatment resources, counselling services, and support groups can empower 

individuals to address their substance abuse challenges effectively and embark on the path to recovery. Moreover, 

early intervention efforts contribute to minimizing the negative impact of substance abuse on individuals and 

communities alike. Communities can lessen the negative effects that untreated substance misuse has on their social, 

economic, and public health by aggressively addressing addiction concerns (SAMHSA, 2021). Through collaborative 

efforts across various sectors, including healthcare, education, law enforcement, and social services, communities can 

create supportive environments that prioritize prevention, treatment, and recovery initiatives, ultimately promoting 

the well-being of all individuals affected by substance abuse. 

 

Promoting Strategies for Prevention and Seeking Help  

Promoting strategies for prevention and seeking help is fundamental in combating substance abuse, as it involves 

implementing evidence-based interventions and proactive community initiatives to empower individuals and 

communities. According to the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA, 2020), evidence-based interventions are 

crucial for effectively addressing substance abuse issues. These interventions are grounded in scientific research, 

effectively preventing substance use and promoting healthy behaviours. Proactive community initiatives, such as 

education campaigns, school-based prevention programs, and community outreach efforts, are essential to prevention 

strategies. These initiatives aim to raise awareness about the risks of substance abuse and equip individuals with the 

knowledge and skills needed to make informed choices (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 

(SAMHSA, 2021). 

Education campaigns are designed to disseminate information about the dangers of substance abuse through various 

channels, such as mass media, social media, and community events. These campaigns often include messages about 

the health risks associated with substance abuse, as well as tips for avoiding peer pressure and seeking help if needed. 
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School-based prevention programs are another essential aspect of substance abuse prevention. These programs 

typically involve curriculum-based interventions delivered in schools to educate students about the risks of substance 

abuse and develop their refusal skills and coping strategies (SAMHSA, 2021). Community outreach efforts aim to 

engage community members in substance abuse prevention activities and provide them with resources and support. 

These efforts may include organizing community events, workshops, and support groups and collaborating with local 

organizations and stakeholders to address substance abuse issues (NIDA, 2020). These programmes can foster a sense 

of ownership and group responsibility for resolving substance misuse issues by incorporating community members in 

prevention efforts. Overall, promoting strategies for prevention and seeking help requires a multifaceted approach that 

involves collaboration among various stakeholders, including policymakers, healthcare providers, educators, parents, 

and community leaders. Communities may effectively battle substance misuse and promote healthier lives among 

people of all ages by collaborating to implement evidence-based interventions and proactive community initiatives. 

 

Moreover, early intervention programs that target high-risk populations, such as adolescents and young adults, play a 

crucial role in addressing underlying risk factors and promoting resilience against substance abuse (National Institute 

on Drug Abuse (2020). These programs are designed to identify individuals who may be at increased risk of 

developing substance use disorders and provide them with the necessary support and resources to prevent the onset of 

problematic behaviours. Early intervention programs often incorporate a range of evidence-based strategies, including 

life skills training, peer mentoring, and counselling services, to equip individuals with the knowledge and skills needed 

to resist substance use temptations and make healthier choices (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration (2021). Life skills training, for example, focuses on teaching individuals essential skills such as 

decision-making, problem-solving, and stress management, which are crucial for avoiding substance abuse and 

maintaining overall well-being. Peer mentoring programs pair individuals with peers who have successfully overcome 

substance abuse challenges or who serve as positive role models in their communities. These programs provide 

support, encouragement, and guidance to individuals struggling with substance abuse issues, helping them build 

resilience and develop coping strategies to deal with peer pressure and other risk factors. Counselling services, 

including individual counselling, group therapy, and family therapy, are also essential components of early 

intervention programs. Counselling provides individuals with a safe and supportive environment to explore their 

thoughts, feelings, and behaviours related to substance abuse and develop personalized strategies for recovery and 

relapse prevention. Communities can effectively address substance misuse concerns and encourage healthy habits 

among individuals at risk by incorporating these components into early intervention programmes. These programs not 

only help individuals avoid the negative consequences of substance abuse but also empower them to lead fulfilling 

and productive lives free from addiction. 

 

In addition to prevention strategies, promoting help-seeking behaviours is essential for individuals struggling with 

substance abuse issues (National Institute on Drug Abuse [NIDA], 2020). Accessible and stigma-free avenues for 

seeking help, such as hotlines, support groups, and counselling services, can encourage individuals to seek assistance 

when needed. These resources provide a vital lifeline for individuals grappling with substance abuse problems, 

offering immediate support, guidance, and referrals to appropriate treatment and support services. Community-based 

organizations and healthcare providers also play critical roles in promoting help-seeking behaviours and providing 

culturally sensitive support to individuals with substance abuse issues (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration (2021). These organizations offer a range of services, including assessment, counselling, case 

management, and peer support, tailored to the unique needs of individuals and communities. Through partnerships 

with community organisations and the utilisation of available resources, healthcare providers may guarantee that 

clients receive prompt and all-encompassing assistance for their substance usage issues. Additionally, healthcare 

providers can work to reduce barriers to treatment, such as cost, transportation, and stigma, making it easier for 

individuals to access the help they need to overcome substance abuse challenges and embark on the path to recovery. 

Overall, promoting strategies for prevention and seeking help necessitates collaborative efforts among policymakers, 

healthcare providers, educators, and community leaders (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration, 2021). Communities can establish supportive settings that aid in recovery and enhance general well-

being by decreasing stigma associated with substance misuse, giving priority to prevention activities, and expanding 

access to treatment and support services. Policymakers play a crucial role in shaping the landscape of substance abuse 

prevention and treatment by allocating resources, implementing evidence-based policies, and advocating for 

legislative changes that support prevention efforts and improve access to care (SAMHSA, 2021). Healthcare 

providers, including primary care physicians, mental health professionals, and addiction specialists, are essential 
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partners in identifying substance abuse problems, providing timely intervention, and connecting individuals with 

appropriate treatment services (SAMHSA, 2021). 

 

Educators also play a vital role in substance abuse prevention by incorporating substance abuse education into school 

curricula, fostering positive youth development, and promoting healthy coping skills and decision-making strategies 

(SAMHSA, 2021). Equipping students with the knowledge and skills needed to make informed choices and resist peer 

pressure, educators can empower the next generation to lead healthy, substance-free lives. Community leaders and 

organizations are instrumental in creating supportive environments that promote recovery and wellness for individuals 

affected by substance abuse (SAMHSA, 2021). Through community outreach, awareness campaigns, and support 

services, these entities can reduce stigma, increase access to resources, and foster a sense of belonging and connection 

among individuals in recovery. Stakeholders can address the complex issues surrounding substance misuse and 

provide a continuum of care that assists people at every stage of their path towards recovery by collaborating across 

sectors and disciplines. Through collaboration, innovation, and a shared commitment to promoting health and well-

being, communities can build a brighter future free from the scourge of substance abuse. 

 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, substance abuse prevention in Nigeria requires a multifaceted approach that addresses individual, 

community, and policy-level factors. Nigeria may cultivate a culture of prevention and wellness by utilising education, 

early intervention, community participation, and policy advocacy. This would enable individuals and communities to 

make healthier choices and lessen the prevalence of substance-related diseases. Addressing the risks associated with 

substance abuse requires a coordinated and collaborative effort involving multiple stakeholders at the individual, 

community, and societal levels. Communities may effectively minimise the negative consequences of substance 

misuse and promote healthier lifestyles for all by implementing evidence-based policies, raising public awareness, 

and funding prevention, intervention, treatment, and recovery support services. 

 

Suggestions 

The following recommendations will foster collaboration among stakeholders in addressing the complex challenges 

of substance abuse and promote healthier lifestyles for all citizens in Nigeria: 

1. Enhance school-based prevention programs and community outreach efforts to increase awareness about the 

risks of substance abuse and equip individuals with refusal skills and coping strategies.  

2. Integrate substance abuse screening and brief intervention programs into primary healthcare settings to 

identify individuals at risk and provide timely support and referrals to specialized services.  

3. Mobilize community resources and organizations to organize workshops, seminars, and support groups to 

educate community members and foster supportive environments.  

4. Advocate for evidence-based policies and legislation to regulate the production, distribution, and sale of 

substances, including alcohol and tobacco products.  

5. Foster collaboration among policymakers, healthcare providers, educators, parents, and community leaders 

to develop and implement comprehensive substance abuse prevention strategies.  
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