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Abstract 

Juvenile delinquency represents a significant threat to 

social order and sustainable development in Nigeria. 

This paper provides a comprehensive analysis of the 

nature, causes, consequences, and intervention prospects 

for juvenile delinquency across Nigerian states. Drawing 

on recent empirical studies, policy reports, and 

stakeholder consultations from 2023 to 2026, the paper 

examines regional variations in delinquency patterns, the 

structural failures of the juvenile justice system, and the 

socio-economic drivers of youth crime. The analysis 

reveals that juvenile delinquency in Nigeria is not a 
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monolithic phenomenon but varies significantly across 

states, shaped by urbanization. levels, economic 

conditions, cultural factors, and institutional capacities. 

Key findings include the alarming detention of children 

in adult facilities, the systemic gap between progressive 

juvenile justice policies and their implementation, 

recidivism rates estimated between 60 and 80 percent, 

and the critical role of child streetism, poverty, and 

educational exclusion as primary drivers. The paper 

concludes by outlining prospects for reform, including 

justice system transformation, community-based 

interventions, youth empowerment initiatives, and multi-

stakeholder collaboration frameworks. 

Keywords: Juvenile, Delinquency, Social order, Youth 

        crime, Durance and Social Disorganization.    

Introduction 

Juvenile delinquency illegal or antisocial behavior by 

individuals under the age of 18 has emerged as a 

pressing social concern across Nigerian states, 

threatening public safety, community cohesion, and the 

nation's sustainable development trajectory. As Africa's 

most populous nation, with over 70 million children and 

adolescents, the scale and implications of youth crime 

demand urgent scholarly and policy attention. 

The concept of "social order" in the Nigerian context 

encompasses the formal mechanisms of law enforcement 
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and judicial systems as well as the informal norms. 

Values and social institutions that regulate behavior, 

maintain communal harmony. Juvenile delinquency 

disrupts both dimensions, creating cycles of crime, 

victimization, and institutional distrust that span 

generations. Understanding the complex relationship 

between young offenders and the social order requires 

examining not only the individual characteristics of 

delinquent youth but also the structural, economic, and 

institutional contexts within which their behaviors 

emerge. 

This paper synthesizes findings from recent empirical 

research, official statistics, policy documents, and 

stakeholder reports to provide a holistic analysis of 

juvenile delinquency across Nigerian states. It addresses 

four central questions: What are the prevailing patterns 

and regional variations of juvenile delinquency in 

Nigeria? What structural, economic, and institutional 

factors drive youth crime? How effective are current 

intervention and rehabilitation mechanisms? And what 

prospects exist for comprehensive reform? 

Conceptual Framework 

Juvenile delinquency encompasses a range of behaviors 

from minor infractions-such as truancy, wandering, and 

disobedience to serious criminal offenses including theft, 

burglary, assault, sexual violence, armed robbery, 
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cultism, and homicide. The legal definition in Nigeria is 

anchored in the Child Rights Act (2003), which defines a 

child as any person under the age of 18 years and 

mandates special procedural protections for children in 

conflict with the law. 

Theoretical Framework  

This study employs an integrated theoretical framework 

drawing on established criminological theories: 

Social Disorganization Theory posits that crime rates 

correlate with the breakdown of social institutions-

family, school, and community organizations-that 

traditionally regulate behavior. In the Nigerian context, 

rapid urbanization, family fragmentation, and the erosion 

of extended kinship networks have weakened informal 

social controls, creating environments conducive to 

delinquency. 

Strain Theory argues that individuals turn to crime 

when they perceive a gap between socially approved 

goals (economic success, status) and the legitimate 

means available to achieve them. Widespread youth 

unemployment, poverty, and educational exclusion in 

Nigeria generate such strain, driving young people 

toward criminal coping mechanisms. 

Social Learning Theory provides insight into how 

delinquent behavior is acquired and reinforced through 



IDEAL INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of IGBO SCHOLARS FORUM for 

SOCIO-CULTURAL ADVANCEMENT (INC.) Volume 19, No 2A June, 2026 

ISSN: 2476-8421 

422 

 

interaction with peers and exposure to deviant models. 

This is particularly relevant in understanding gang 

formation, cultism, and the transmission of criminal 

norms within correctional facilities. 

The Social Order Framework 

Social order in this analysis encompasses three 

interrelated dimensions: institutional order (functioning 

of family, school, justice, and welfare systems), 

normative order (shared values, moral codes, and social 

expectations), and public order (safety, security, and the 

absence of crime-related disruption). Juvenile 

delinquency threatens all three dimensions, creating 

cascading consequences for community stability and 

national development. 

Regional Patterns and Variations 

Research consistently demonstrates that juvenile 

delinquency in Nigeria is not uniform but exhibits 

distinct regional patterns shaped by socio-economic 

conditions, urbanization levels, cultural factors, and 

institutional capacities. 

Lagos, Nigeria's commercial capital and most urbanized 

state, records the highest absolute numbers of juvenile 

offenses, with distinct patterns reflecting its unique 

environment. Gang-related crimes, including cultism, 

armed robbery, and territorial violence among youth 
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groups, are disproportionately concentrated in densely 

populated slum areas and informal settlements. The 

anonymity of urban life, breakdown of traditional social 

controls, and concentration of economic opportunity 

alongside extreme inequality create a volatile 

environment where youth crime flourishes. Data 

indicates that while urbanization increases gang-related 

crimes in Lagos, the state also possesses relatively more 

developed intervention programs and law enforcement 

capacity compared to other regions. 

In northern states particularly Kano, Katsina, Zamfara, 

Sokoto, and Borno-economic hardship, chronic poverty, 

and the Almajiri system represent unique drivers of 

juvenile delinquency. The Almajiri system, originally a 

revered Islamic educational tradition, has degenerated 

into a mechanism of exploitation and neglect, with 

millions of children living on the streets, begging for 

food, and vulnerable to recruitment by criminal networks 

and insurgent groups. Economic hardship emerges as the 

predominant driver of youth crime in these states, with 

petty theft, drug peddling, and thuggery as common 

offenses. 

In Rivers and other South-South states, theft and 

property crimes predominate, often linked to the region's 

complex political economy of oil extraction, 

environmental degradation, and youth unemployment. 

Anambra State presents a distinctive pattern, with 
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financial fraud-commonly known as "419" or 

cybercrime-emerging as a prevalent form of youth 

offending, reflecting the state's entrepreneurial culture, 

technological connectivity, and the perceived 

profitability of online fraud relative to legitimate 

employment. 

In Benue, Plateau, Nasarawa, and Taraba states, juvenile 

delinquency is often intertwined with communal 

conflicts, farmer-herder violence, and displacement. 

Youth affected by conflict and displacement exhibit 

elevated rates of trauma, substance abuse, and aggressive 

behavior, while disrupted schooling and family 

separation remove protective factors against 

delinquency. 

Research in Argungu Emirate of Kebbi State identifies 

rising moral decadence-including substance abuse, 

sexual immorality, and disregard for authority-as a 

growing concern, with traditional institutions struggling 

to maintain cultural norms and social controls in the face 

of modernization and external influences. 

Structural Drivers of Juvenile Delinquency  

Child streetism, the phenomenon of children living or 

working on the streets represents both a cause and 

consequence of juvenile delinquency in Nigeria. 

Children engaged in street life are disproportionately 

exposed to criminal activities, including drug trafficking, 
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thuggery, sexual exploitation, and cultism. The 

Consortium for Street Children estimates that millions of 

Nigerian children spend significant time on the streets, 

disconnected from family support, education, and 

protective social institutions. 

Research establishes a significant nexus between 

streetism and delinquency, with children on the streets 

developing survival strategies that often violate legal and 

social norms. Persistent socio-economic factors within 

families poverty, polygamy, parental neglect, and 

domestic violence drive children to the streets, where 

current government initiatives have proven largely 

ineffective at addressing root causes. 

Poverty and Economic Deprivation 

Poverty operates as both a push and pull factor for 

juvenile delinquency. Economic deprivation pushes 

youth toward crime as a survival mechanism, while the 

visible wealth displayed through media and observed 

inequality generates strain and relative deprivation. For 

the Igede people of Benue State and similar marginalized 

communities, poverty significantly influences labor 

exploitation and delinquency, with effects including 

migration, economic dependence, depression, and 

vulnerability to criminal recruitment. 

Educational Exclusion 
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Nigeria has an estimated 20 million out-of-school 

children, the highest number globally. Educational 

exclusion removes youth from structured environments 

that provide supervision, positive peer interaction, skill 

development, and future economic prospects. Research 

on demographic determinants of juvenile delinquency in 

Gombe State confirms that low educational attainment 

and school dropout are significant predictors of youth 

offending, as education provides both cognitive skills 

and social capital that protect against criminal 

involvement. 

Family Structure and Parenting 

Family factors including poverty, parental neglect, harsh 

or inconsistent discipline, domestic violence, and 

parental substance abuse consistently emerge as 

predictors of juvenile delinquency across Nigerian 

studies. Polygamous and large households, particularly 

those with limited parental education, show elevated 

rates of children in conflict with the law. UNICEF data 

indicates that only 15 percent of detained children had a 

parent with a university degree, highlighting the 

protective role of parental education. 

Moral Decline and Peer Influence 

Experts warn that apparent decline in moral values and 

discipline among Nigerian youth is directly fueling 

rising crime rates. From substance abuse and violent 
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behavior to cyber-related misconduct, disturbing patterns 

are emerging nationwide. The proliferation of 

smartphones and unrestricted access to online content 

exposes youth to influences that glorify rebellion, 

substance use, and anti-social behavior. Without strong 

counter-balances at home or school, these influences 

take root and shape behavior in destructive ways. 

The Juvenile Justice System: Gaps and Failures 

Nigeria has progressive juvenile justice policies on 

paper, including the Child Rights Act (2003) and various 

state-level child protection laws. However, a persistent 

and severe gap exists between these legal frameworks 

and their practical implementation. As stakeholders at 

the 2025 Sub-National Dialogue on Juvenile Justice 

System Reform noted, Nigeria's juvenile justice 

framework has suffered "long-standing neglect despite 

years of reform efforts. The country has only about three 

borstal institutions (reformatory schools), which require 

urgent attention to meet global standards, and an 

inadequate number of juvenile or family court judges to 

handle the caseload. 

 

Unlawful Detention of Children 

UNICEF's 2025 assessment exposed disturbing details 

about the detention of Nigerian children. Between 2018 
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and 2022, an estimated 133,906 children and young 

adults were held in custody across 87 adult custodial 

centers, 22 remand homes, and three borstal institutions. 

Alarmingly, 92 percent were held in adult custodial 

centers-a direct violation of the Child Rights Act's 

requirement that children should not be detained with 

adults. Only 26 percent had been convicted; the majority 

were awaiting trial or even basic reports on their cases. 

Approximately 68 percent of detainees did not have 

access to legal representation, and many had never 

appeared before a judge. 

Conditions of Detention 

Conditions in detention facilities especially adult centers 

are described as devastating. Cells are overcrowded, 

poorly ventilated, and lack clean water and basic 

sanitation. Over 83 percent of detained children reported 

physical abuse including beating and slapping: more 

than half reported torture, though only 11 percent 

reported it due to fear or the absence of complaint 

mechanisms. Sexual abuse and psychological trauma are 

also documented. Mental health issues anxiety, 

depression, hopelessness are widespread. 

Recidivism Crisis 

Recidivism rates among youth offenders in Nigeria are 

alarmingly high, estimated between 60 and 80 percent 

within three years of release. This crisis stems from 
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multiple factors: correctional facilities that are 

chronically overcrowded and under-resourced; 

rehabilitation programs limited in scope and quality; 

restricted access to vocational training, psychological 

counseling, and formal education; and the absence of 

structured post-release reintegration mechanisms. 

Structural drivers of this cycle include persistent poverty, 

unemployment, social stigma, and lack of community 

support for former offenders. Social Learning Theory 

explains how custodial environments can reinforce 

deviant behavior through exposure to negative peer 

influences. 

Intervention and Rehabilitation Mechanisms 

Existing intervention programs operate at federal, state, 

and non-governmental levels but face significant 

limitations. The Legal Aid Council of Nigeria 

(LACON), established to assist indigent defendants, is 

overstretched and under-resourced. Only 12 percent of 

detained children surveyed had LACON representation, 

with another 12 percent relying on Ministry of Justice 

officials, and just 0.7 percent receiving support from 

NGOs. Oversight institutions, the Administration of 

Criminal Justice Monitoring Committee (ACJMC) and 

the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) while 

having visited correctional centers, fewer than half do so 

regularly, and over 70 percent rate detention conditions 

for children as inadequate. 
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Youth Empowerment Initiatives 

Youth empowerment programs providing vocational 

training, entrepreneurship support, and educational 

opportunities have demonstrated significant potential for 

crime prevention. In Benue State, programs such as the 

Benue State Youth Empowerment Scheme (BSYES) 

offer training in tailoring, carpentry, ICT, catering, and 

auto-mechanics, combined with microcredit access and 

business development services. Research indicates that 

beneficiaries of these programs show decreased criminal 

activity, as skills acquisition and economic opportunity 

provide viable alternatives to crime. However, 

challenges persist: inadequate funding, limited program 

reach to rural areas, and insufficient monitoring and 

evaluation systems constrain overall impact. 

Diversion and Community-Based Alternatives 

Stakeholders advocate for diversion programs that 

redirect youth offenders away from formal justice 

system processing toward community-based alternatives, 

including mediation, counseling, community service, and 

restorative justice practices. A rehabilitation center 

should be a place where children understand why they 

are engaging in problematic behavior and are diversified 
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into vocational skills, rather than a punitive institution 

that labels the child as a criminal. The Borstal 

institutions, while existing, are insufficient in number 

and capacity to serve Nigeria's youth offender 

population. 

 

Prospects for Reform 

Meaningful progress requires comprehensive juvenile 

justice reform. Stakeholders call for strengthening 

institutional capacity-increasing the number of juvenile 

courts, training specialized judges and magistrates, and 

ensuring child-friendly courtroom procedures. The Child 

Rights Act requires implementation across all states, 

with enforceable standards for the treatment of children 

in conflict with the law. Diversion programs must be 

institutionalized as the default response for minor 

offenses, with detention used only as a last resort and for 

the shortest appropriate duration. 

Addressing Root Causes 

Sustainable reduction in juvenile delinquency requires 

addressing its structural drivers. This includes poverty 

alleviation through targeted social protection programs, 

educational expansion to reach out-of-school children, 

family support services to strengthen parenting capacity, 

and community development initiatives that provide 
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legitimate economic opportunities for youth. For the 

Almajiri system specifically, a reformed model 

integrating secular education with Quranic instruction, 

combined with adequate funding, teacher training, and 

residential facilities, offers a pathway out of exploitation 

and neglect. 

Community-Based Approaches 

Reviving and adapting traditional community 

institutions-including extended family networks, age-

grade systems, and community councils-can strengthen 

informal social controls and provide culturally 

appropriate support for at-risk youth. The revival of 

cultural heritage and moral education, in collaboration 

with traditional institutions, is essential to avoid 

escalation of moral decadence. Community-led 

monitoring, mentorship programs and youth engagement 

in constructive activities sports, arts, civic participation 

build protective factors against delinquency. 

Multi-Stakeholder Collaboration 

Effective juvenile justice requires coordinated action 

among government agencies, civil society, traditional 

institutions, religious leaders, and international partners. 

Stakeholders recommend establishing a unified national 

framework for juvenile crime prevention, with 

interventions tailored to address specific regional 

challenges while maintaining consistent standards of 
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child protection and rehabilitation. Collaboration among 

the Nigeria Bar Association, family court judges, 

magistrates, Ministries of Women Affairs, and child 

protection networks is essential for strengthening inter-

agency coordination and developing state-led reforms. 

Data and Monitoring Systems 

The absence of reliable, disaggregated data on juvenile 

delinquency and justice system performance severely 

constrains evidence-based policymaking. Investment in 

justice sector data systems including case tracking, 

recidivism monitoring, and program evaluation is 

essential for identifying effective interventions, 

allocating resources efficiently, and ensuring 

accountability. The National Human Rights Commission 

and civil society organizations must conduct regular, 

independent monitoring of detention conditions and 

juvenile justice processes. 

Conclusion 

Juvenile delinquency in Nigerian states represents a 

complex challenge at the intersection of structural 

poverty, institutional failure, family breakdown, and 

moral crisis. Regional variations-from gang-related 

crime in Lagos to Almajiri-related delinquency in the 

north, theft in the South-South, and fraud in Anambra-

demand targeted, context-specific interventions rather 

than one-size-fits-all solutions. 
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The current juvenile justice system is failing Nigeria's 

children. The detention of children in adult facilities, the 

policy-implementation gap, the absence of legal 

representation, the dire conditions of confinement, and 

the crisis of recidivism constitute systemic failures that 

violate both national law and international standards. 

These failures not only harm individual children but also 

undermine social order, as youth processed through a 

punitive rather than rehabilitative system emerge more 

not less likely to reoffend. 

Yet the prospects for reform are real. The evidence base 

on effective interventions is growing; stakeholder 

awareness and advocacy are intensifying; and successful 

models in youth empowerment, community-based 

alternatives, and justice system innovation-exist for 

replication and scaling. What is required is political will, 

sustained investment, and multi-stakeholder 

collaboration to transform Nigeria's approach from 

punitive to preventive, from retributive to restorative, 

and from neglectful to protective of its most vulnerable 

citizens. 

The future of Nigeria's social order depends on the 

choices made today regarding its children. As one 

stakeholder powerfully stated, "The way children are 

handled would influence how they eventually pan out as 

adults. If children aren't taken through the right system, 
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we're more likely going to have recidivism and more 

adults involved with crime." 
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