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Youth offending remains a major challenge within Nigeria’s justice system, shaped by socio-economic Published On:
deprivation, inadequate access to education, and systemic institutional weaknesses. This study 19 September 2025
conducts a narrative literature review of peer-reviewed research, policy documents, and international
reports to assess the effectiveness of rehabilitation practices for youth offenders in Nigeria and to
identify the barriers that undermine reform. The findings reveal a persistent gap between progressive
juvenile justice policies and their practical implementation. Correctional facilities are chronically
overcrowded and under-resourced, with rehabilitation programmes often limited in scope and quality,
resulting in restricted access to vocational training, psychological counselling, and formal education.
Consequently, recidivism rates among young offenders are estimated to range between 60 and 80 per
cent within three years of release. Structural drivers of this cycle include poverty, unemployment,
social stigma, and the absence of structured reintegration mechanisms. Social Learning Theory
provides an explanatory lens, highlighting how custodial environments can reinforce deviant
behaviour through exposure to negative peer influences. The study concludes that meaningful progress
requires comprehensive reform, including strengthened institutional capacity, individualised and
evidence-based rehabilitation programmes, and structured post-release support. These measures are
essential to improving rehabilitation outcomes, reducing reoffending, and advancing the broader goals
of community safety and social development in Nigeria.
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INTRODUCTION

Youth offending remains a persistent challenge within Nigeria’s criminal justice system, shaped by socio-economic disadvantage,
family instability, and institutional weaknesses. Young people aged 15 to 24 constitute more than one-fifth of the national population
(NBS, 2020; UNODC, 2020), and this group is disproportionately involved in offences ranging from theft and assault to drug-related
crimes (Agboola, 2020; UNODC, 2020). Rising youth crime reflects deeper structural issues, including poverty, limited access to
education, and widespread unemployment.

Correctional institutions are legally mandated not only to punish but also to rehabilitate offenders. Yet in practice, chronic
overcrowding, underfunding, and inadequate staffing severely constrain their capacity. Many facilities operate at more than 150 per
cent of official capacity, while access to vocational training, psychosocial services, and education remains inconsistent or absent
(Human Rights Watch, 2022). Such conditions weaken the rehabilitative function of custody and may instead reinforce criminal
trajectories.

Empirical evidence underscores these concerns. Akinlabi and Abodunrin (2021) reported that youth in correctional centres in
southwestern Nigeria often lacked meaningful rehabilitation opportunities, leaving them traumatised and poorly prepared for
reintegration. Similarly, Adebayo (2021) found strong correlations between socio-economic deprivation and youth delinquency,
while Ogunleye and Lawal (2021) highlighted high levels of reoffending among young ex-offenders who returned to marginalised
communities with little post-release support. Although such studies provide valuable insights, nationally representative data on
youth recidivism remain scarce, and few evaluations systematically assess the long-term outcomes of rehabilitation programmes.
Against this backdrop, the present review synthesises evidence published between 2010 and 2024 on rehabilitation and recidivism
among youth offenders in Nigeria. It aims to identify the availability and quality of interventions, highlight institutional and systemic
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challenges, and assess how current practices align with international standards. By consolidating fragmented evidence, the study
seeks to advance understanding of youth rehabilitation in Nigeria and inform evidence-based criminal justice reform.

METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a narrative literature review approach, drawing on peer-reviewed articles, government publications, and reports
from international and non-governmental organisations published between 2010 and 2024. Sources were identified through targeted
searches in Google Scholar, JSTOR, African Journals Online (AJOL), and the official repositories of the Nigerian Correctional
Service and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), using combinations of keywords such as Nigeria, youth
offenders, juvenile justice, rehabilitation, and recidivism. For this review, the term youth offenders refers to individuals aged 15 to
24 years, a range that captures the transition from late adolescence to early adulthood and reflects common practice in criminological
research. Where studies or policies used different age categories, such as the under 18 juvenile threshold or the Nigerian National
Youth Policy definition of 15 to 29 years, these were reported as stated by the original authors but interpreted within the 15 to 24
frameworks for consistency. Studies were included if they focused on Nigeria and involved offenders within this age group, while
unrelated works were excluded. The selected literature was examined thematically to explore patterns of rehabilitation, recidivism,
and institutional challenges, with attention given to the credibility and relevance of each source.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Conceptual Framework: Youth Offenders, Rehabilitation, and Recidivism

The definition of “youth” varies across Nigerian policy and justice frameworks. The National Youth Policy (2019) defines youth as
individuals aged 15 to 29, while criminological research often adopts a narrower range of 15 to 24 years. Within the justice system,
a further distinction is drawn between juveniles under 18 and adults, creating inconsistencies in the treatment of young offenders.
The Child Rights Act (2003) requires that individuals under 18 be treated as children, yet systemic deficiencies often lead to minors
being detained or tried alongside adults, contravening both national law and international conventions (UNICEF, 2020; Human
Rights Watch, 2021).

Rehabilitation is commonly understood as the provision of educational, vocational, psychological, and social interventions designed
to support offenders in their reintegration into society. The Nigerian Correctional Service Act (2019) makes rehabilitation a statutory
duty of custodial institutions, though overcrowding, underfunding, and a shortage of trained staff frequently undermine delivery
(UNODC, 2020; Human Rights Watch, 2022). Evidence from international research shows that rehabilitation is most effective when
it is targeted at criminogenic needs and based on evidence-led practices such as cognitive-behavioural therapy (Andrews & Bonta,
2016; Lipsey et al., 2010).

Recidivism, defined as the reversion to criminal behaviour following release from custody, serves as a key performance indicator
for correctional systems (UNODC, 2020). Nigerian studies report widespread reoffending among youth offenders, with estimates
often exceeding 50 per cent within two to three years of release (Ogunleye & Lawal, 2021; Akinlabi & Abodunrin, 2021). These
figures highlight the challenges of reintegration in contexts marked by poverty, unemployment, and weak support structures.

Causes of Youth Offending in Nigeria

A complex set of socio-economic and cultural factors shapes patterns of youth offending in Nigeria. Many young offenders originate
from economically disadvantaged households characterised by systemic deprivation and limited access to public services (Akinlabi
& Abodunrin, 2021). Prevalent offences, including theft, burglary, assault, and drug-related crimes, often reflect these structural
hardships (Adeyemi, 2019). In addition, the enforcement of colonial-era laws against minor infractions such as hawking, begging,
and loitering disproportionately penalises impoverished youths, criminalising survival strategies rather than addressing underlying
poverty (Open Society Foundations, 2017).

Family dynamics exert a further influence, with evidence linking delinquency to family disintegration, weak parental supervision,
and peer group pressure (Njoku & Ugoji, 2024). In urban areas, high unemployment, poor housing, and the lack of recreational
facilities exacerbate involvement in crime, while in rural areas, political manipulation and limited economic opportunities have been
tied to youth participation in communal violence and insurgency (Okoli & Lenshie, 2018). These diverse drivers underline the
importance of addressing both socio-economic and cultural determinants in any effective response to youth offending.

Youth Justice and Correctional Institutions in Nigeria

Nigeria’s criminal justice framework provides for both custodial and non-custodial measures in handling youth offenders. The Child
Rights Act (2003) mandates that individuals under the age of 18 be treated as children and prohibits their detention with adults.
However, weak implementation and limited facilities often result in minors being detained or tried alongside adults, contravening
both domestic law and international conventions (UNICEF, 2020; Human Rights Watch, 2021).
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The Nigerian Correctional Service Act (2019) introduced reforms aimed at shifting from a punishment-oriented model to one that
emphasises rehabilitation and reintegration. The Act provides for non-custodial sentencing, vocational and educational programmes,
and psychosocial support services. Despite these legal provisions, practice remains limited.

Nigeria’s correctional institutions are critically overstretched. As of 2022, the prison population exceeded 75,000 against an official
capacity of just above 50,000, with roughly 70 per cent of inmates in pre-trial detention (World Prison Brief, 2022). These conditions
contribute to overcrowding, limited access to rehabilitation, and inadequate health and welfare services (Awopetu, 2014; Human
Rights Watch, 2022).

Y outh-specific institutions are particularly limited. The Borstal centres in Kaduna, Ilorin, and Abeokuta were originally established
to provide structured rehabilitation through education, vocational training, and discipline. However, infrastructural decay,
underfunding, and overcrowding have undermined their rehabilitative potential (Akinlabi & Abodunrin, 2021; UNICEF, 2020).
Within this institutional setting, Nigeria’s statutory commitments are not being fully implemented. This also highlights the need to
assess rehabilitation practices based on both their intended design and how they work within the broader system, including
limitations such as resource constraints, inadequate monitoring, and uneven enforcement of youth justice standards.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study adopts Social Learning Theory, originally developed by Albert Bandura (1977), which holds that human behaviour is
largely acquired through observation, imitation, and modelling. Bandura argued that individuals do not learn solely from personal
experience but also by observing others and evaluating the outcomes of their actions. The theory highlights four processes: attention,
retention, reproduction, and motivation, each shaped by both environmental and cognitive influences. Social Learning Theory has
been widely used to explain adolescent deviance and juvenile offending, and it remains a foundation of criminological and
psychological research (Akers, 2009; Siegel and Welsh, 2018). In the Nigerian context, the theory helps explain the roots of youth
crime. Many young people in conflict with the law grow up in conditions marked by poverty, family instability, peer pressure, and
exposure to community violence. Such environments often act as informal schools of deviance, where criminal behaviour is
observed, normalised, and reinforced (Obioha, 2020; Ogunleye and Lawal, 2021). Studies show that adolescents raised in high-
crime communities are more likely to adopt such behaviours, particularly where there are no stable adult role models or opportunities
for education and employment (UNICEF, 2022; Akinlabi and Abodunrin, 2021).

Social Learning Theory is also relevant in understanding custodial dynamics in Nigeria. The failure to separate first-time offenders
from hardened criminals exposes impressionable youths to more entrenched criminal influences (Akinlabi and Abodunrin, 2021;
PRAWA, 2023). Bandura’s view that adolescents are especially susceptible to modelling underscores the concern that custodial
settings may deepen deviant identities rather than rehabilitate them. Yet the theory also supports the possibility of positive change,
since if criminal conduct can be learned, pro-social conduct can also be taught. Rehabilitation programmes such as vocational
training, mentorship, and cognitive-behavioural therapy are grounded in this logic and have proven effective in reshaping behaviour
among young offenders (Lipsey et al., 2010; Andrews and Bonta, 2016). In Nigeria, similar approaches are increasingly incorporated
into reform strategies, though they remain uneven and under-resourced (CLEEN Foundation, 2021; UNODC, 2020).

While Social Learning Theory offers a strong explanatory model for youth offending, it is not without limits. The theory gives little
weight to psychological or biological factors that may also shape behaviour. Not all young people exposed to deviant settings engage
in crime, which suggests that personality, mental health, and resilience are important (Siegel and Welsh, 2018; Andrews and Bonta,
2016). Moreover, the theory tends to assume similar responses to stimuli, which may obscure the role of systemic poverty, limited
access to justice, or discrimination. Reintegration challenges highlight this limitation: many young people released from custody
return to the same criminogenic environments, where old behaviours are quickly re-established in the absence of aftercare,
supervision, or community support (UNODC, 2020; CLEEN Foundation, 2021). Thus, while Social Learning Theory provides a
useful framework for rehabilitation strategies, it must be complemented by broader reforms that tackle the socio-economic and
institutional drivers of youth crime.

RESULTS

Rehabilitation is recognised in Nigeria as a statutory responsibility of correctional institutions, yet its practical delivery remains
limited by serious institutional and systemic barriers. Educational and vocational programmes are central to the rehabilitation
mandate. In Borstal institutions and juvenile sections of correctional facilities, literacy, numeracy, and secondary school curricula
are sometimes provided, while vocational training in trades such as tailoring, carpentry, welding, and agriculture is offered in others.
However, most studies indicate that these programmes are unevenly distributed, poorly resourced, and often lack accreditation. In
many cases, outdated tools, a shortage of trained instructors, and the absence of recognised certification reduce the value of these
programmes for employability after release (Okunola and Adeleke, 2017; Akinlabi and Abodunrin, 2021). There is still no
comprehensive national evaluation to determine whether vocational training leads to stable livelihoods or reduces reoffending.
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Psychological and social support, which is particularly important because many young offenders enter custody with histories of
trauma, neglect, or substance abuse, is legally mandated under the Nigerian Correctional Service Act of 2019. In practice, however,
these services are rarely delivered in a structured or evidence-based form. Most institutions rely on informal counselling or religious
guidance, which, while offering comfort, cannot replace specialised therapies such as cognitive behavioural treatment that are proven
to reduce offending behaviour (Andrews and Bonta, 2016; Lipsey, 2009). Overcrowding also undermines efforts at personalised
care. For example, the Kaduna Borstal Training Institution, which was designed to hold 280 juveniles, was reported as holding more
than 480 in recent years, creating conditions where meaningful rehabilitation becomes extremely difficult (Awopetu, 2014; Human
Rights Watch, 2019).

Recreational and cultural activities such as sports, music, and arts, which are associated in other countries with improved
socialisation and reduced risk of reoffending, are available only sporadically in Nigeria. Reports note that these activities are often
restricted by financial shortages and security concerns, and there is no systematic monitoring to assess their impact on behaviour or
rehabilitation outcomes (Obioha, 2020; UNODC, 2020).

Structural weaknesses continue to constrain the effectiveness of rehabilitation. Nigeria’s prisons operate at more than 150 per cent
of their official capacity, with more than 75,000 inmates held in facilities designed for just above 50,000 (World Prison Brief, 2022).
About seventy per cent of these are awaiting trial, which further limits the space and resources available for sentenced offenders
who require rehabilitation. In some institutions, young offenders are housed with adults, contrary to both the Child Rights Act of
2003 and international norms, exposing them to physical abuse and the influence of hardened criminals (UNICEF, 2020; Human
Rights Watch, 2021). Chronic underfunding, poor infrastructure, and a shortage of trained rehabilitation personnel intensify these
problems, leaving most facilities unable to deliver consistent or high-quality programmes (Federal Ministry of Justice, 2020;
UNODC, 2021).

Non-governmental organisations and community groups attempt to fill these gaps. Organisations such as the Prisoners’
Rehabilitation and Welfare Action and the CLEEN Foundation provide vocational workshops, legal aid, counselling, and limited
aftercare support. These interventions are valuable, particularly in urban centres, but they are often limited by reliance on external
donors, narrow geographical coverage, and weak coordination with official structures (CLEEN Foundation, 2021; UNODC, 2024).
Despite these interventions, recidivism among young offenders in Nigeria remains very high. National statistics are not available,
but regional studies provide some indication. Otu and Adekoya (2020) found that almost half of young offenders released in selected
states of the South-West returned to custody within one year. Adegbite and Oduyela (2019) reported that more than half of juveniles
discharged from Borstal institutions in 2017 and 2018 reoffended within two years. Broader estimates suggest rates of between sixty
and eighty per cent within three years of release, although such figures are based on small samples and should be regarded as
indicative rather than nationally representative (Ogunleye and Lawal, 2021). The major drivers of this high rate of reoffending
include rejection and stigmatisation by families and communities, exposure to poverty and unemployment, and the absence of formal
reintegration services such as halfway houses, job placement, and structured psychosocial care (Ogunyemi, Akinyele, and Ojo,
2021; Akinlabi and Abodunrin, 2021). Custodial conditions also contribute, since prolonged pre-trial detention, overcrowding, and
exposure to abuse frequently deepen antisocial attitudes and trauma rather than correcting them (Human Rights Watch, 2019;
UNICEEF, 2021).

In international comparison, Nigeria underperforms relative to both developed and developing countries. Juvenile recidivism rates
in Norway, the Netherlands, and Germany are below twenty per cent, largely because of strong community-based rehabilitation,
restorative justice, and structured aftercare services (Muntingh, 2021). Even in South Africa, where correctional institutions face
similar socio-economic challenges, recidivism among young offenders was estimated at about forty-five per cent in 2020, with
interventions focused on mentorship, continuation of education, and employment support (Muntingh, 2021). These contrasts
highlight the urgent need for Nigeria to develop a coordinated rehabilitation system supported by robust data collection, inter-
sectoral collaboration, and sustained investment in reintegration infrastructure.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this review show that rehabilitation for youth offenders in Nigeria remains inconsistent and underdeveloped. Despite
the Nigerian Correctional Service Act of 2019 mandating the delivery of education, vocational training, psychosocial support, and
reintegration programmes, the evidence suggests that implementation is patchy and largely ineffective. This gap between policy and
practice reflects both resource limitations and deeper structural weaknesses within the correctional system. Overcrowding,
underfunding, and infrastructural decay mean that institutions are ill equipped to deliver consistent programmes that meet the
complex needs of young offenders (World Prison Brief, 2022; Human Rights Watch, 2022).

The results also demonstrate that rehabilitation efforts, where they exist, are rarely monitored or evaluated. Without clear data on
programme participation, completion, and post-release outcomes, it is difficult to assess which interventions are effective or to adapt
policies in line with evidence. This absence of systematic evaluation undermines efforts to move towards evidence-based practice.
By contrast, international best practice, particularly in Western Europe, is characterised by robust monitoring and the application of
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interventions such as cognitive behavioural therapy, mentorship, and restorative justice, all of which have been demonstrated to
reduce reoffending (Andrews and Bonta, 2016; Lipsey, 2009). Nigeria’s reliance on informal counselling and outdated vocational
skills training illustrates the extent of the gap between global standards and local realities.

A particularly striking finding is the persistence of high rates of recidivism among young offenders. While national data remain
unavailable, regional studies consistently report that between forty and sixty per cent of young offenders return to custody within
two years of release, with some estimates suggesting even higher figures within three years (Adegbite and Oduyela, 2019; Otu and
Adekoya, 2020; Ogunleye and Lawal, 2021). These levels of reoffending indicate that the correctional system not only fails to
rehabilitate but in many cases may increase the likelihood of further offending. Bandura’s Social Learning Theory helps to explain
this outcome, as custodial environments often expose young offenders to older and more hardened criminals, reinforcing antisocial
behaviours rather than countering them (Bandura, 1977; Akers, 2009).

The structural drivers of reoffending, including poverty, unemployment, social stigma, and the absence of aftercare, also reinforce
the argument that rehabilitation cannot succeed in isolation from wider social reform. Evidence from Nigeria shows that most young
offenders return to the same criminogenic environments after release, where limited opportunities for education or employment
leave them vulnerable to relapse (Ogunyemi, Akinyele, and Ojo, 2021; Akinlabi and Abodunrin, 2021). This finding aligns with
international studies which show that reintegration support is most effective when it addresses both individual needs and the broader
social context (Lipsey et al., 2010; Muntingh, 2021).

International comparisons highlight the urgency of reform in Nigeria. While juvenile recidivism rates in Norway, Germany, and the
Netherlands remain below twenty per cent due to their investment in community-based rehabilitation and structured aftercare
(Muntingh, 2021), Nigeria’s fragmented and underfunded system produces far poorer outcomes. Even South Africa, which faces
similar challenges, has achieved lower rates of reoffending by placing emphasis on mentorship, educational continuity, and
employment support (Muntingh, 2021). These contrasts suggest that with political will, resource allocation, and stronger institutional
partnerships, Nigeria could significantly improve its rehabilitation outcomes.

Finally, the findings confirm the importance of adopting a multi-sectoral and data-driven approach. Effective rehabilitation requires
collaboration between correctional authorities, schools, health services, community organisations, and employers. At present,
partnerships with civil society remain ad hoc and donor-dependent, with little formal integration into the state system (CLEEN
Foundation, 2021; UNODC, 2024). Developing a national offender tracking system, as recommended by UNODC, would provide
the data needed to design interventions, monitor their effectiveness, and identify best practices. Without such structural investment,
cycles of reoffending among young offenders are likely to persist.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This review has examined the state of rehabilitation and recidivism among youth offenders in Nigeria, drawing attention to the deep
gap between legal mandates and institutional realities. The evidence shows that rehabilitation remains underfunded, poorly
coordinated, and inconsistently delivered, while recidivism rates remain alarmingly high. Custodial environments that should
promote reform often expose young offenders to abuse, overcrowding, and negative peer influences, reinforcing rather than reducing
criminal behaviour. The absence of reliable national data and systematic evaluation further weakens the development of effective
policies. Compared with international best practice, Nigeria lags significantly behind in both the quality of rehabilitation services
and the effectiveness of reintegration support.

To address these shortcomings, a number of reforms are urgently required. First, there is a need to strengthen institutional capacity
within the Nigerian Correctional Service. This includes sustained funding, improved infrastructure, and the recruitment and training
of skilled personnel in psychology, education, and vocational training. Without such investment, statutory obligations will remain
aspirational rather than practical.

Second, rehabilitation programmes should be designed and delivered using evidence-based approaches. Cognitive behavioural
interventions, structured vocational training linked to the labour market, and targeted psychosocial support have all demonstrated
success in international contexts and can be adapted to Nigeria. Programmes must be individualised, recognising the diverse needs
of young offenders, and should be monitored through rigorous evaluation to track outcomes over time.

Third, aftercare and reintegration support are critical. Many young offenders relapse because they return to the same impoverished
and criminogenic environments. Transitional housing, mentorship schemes, employment placement, and family reintegration
programmes are essential to break the cycle of reoffending. These services should be coordinated across government agencies, civil
society organisations, and local communities, ensuring continuity of support from custody to community.

Fourth, stronger partnerships with non-governmental organisations should be formalised and scaled up. Groups such as the
Prisoners’ Rehabilitation and Welfare Action and the CLEEN Foundation have already demonstrated their capacity to complement
state services. Institutionalising such collaborations would expand the reach of programmes and reduce dependence on donor
funding.
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Finally, Nigeria must adopt a data-driven approach to youth justice reform. A national offender tracking system would provide
reliable statistics on recidivism, enable evidence-based policymaking, and facilitate comparisons across regions. This would also
align Nigeria with global best practice and international obligations under the United Nations standards on juvenile justice.
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