Determinants of Psychoactive Substance Use among Adolescents and Young Adults in South-East Nigeria: A Systematic Review


[bookmark: _Toc157868881]ABSTRACT
Background:  Substance use has become a significant public health issue, particularly among the youth population, with 1 in 20 to 1 in 5 people aged 15 years and above reported to be involved in substance use. This has been linked with several factors, including socio-economic and environmental influences. Hence, this study was aimed at systematically evaluating the determinants of psychoactive substance use among adolescents and young adults in South-East Nigeria.  
Methods: This study was conducted as a systematic review, which searched and retrieved relevant data from multiple electronic databases following a comprehensive search strategy Which involved the use of relevant keywords and Medical Education Subject Headings (MeSH) terms, in combination with Boolean operators. 
Results: Five (5) studies out of the initially retrieved record of 148 were eligible for analysis. The studies involved a total of 2993 respondents. The result showed that alcohol and tobacco were the most prevalent psychoactive substance use, while peer group influence, gender, age, education level, accommodation status, family structure, orphanhood, maternal employment, substance accessibility and availability were the prevailing determinants of substance use among the respondents.  
Conclusion: Tackling the use of psychoactive substances among the youths in South East Nigeria requires a multidimensional approach, integrating public health, education, social welfare, and legal frameworks. 
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[bookmark: _Toc157868885]Background of the Study 
[bookmark: _Hlk198492235]“Substance use remains a critical public health issue worldwide, due to its widespread prevalence across all socioeconomic groups. It refers to the harmful use or illegal intake of psychoactive substances such as alcohol and illicit drugs without a medical doctor’s prescription” (Idowu et al., 2018; Ngwu et al., 2024). Bararah (2018) also defined it as the deliberate use of chemical substances for purposes other than medical purposes. Ajala (2012) identified “some of the substances commonly used by youths to include: Morphine, Heroine, Tobacco, Cough syrup, Tramadol, Valium, Chinese tablets, Amphetamine, Cannabis, among others”. Evidence shows that the current prevalence of Substance use has been associated with personality or psychiatric disorders, risky sexual behaviours, relationship conflicts, poor academic performance, death, addiction and other hardships (Ritchwood et al., 2015; Jere et al., 2017 Fagbe, 2019). Daley (2013) added that “the impact extends beyond individual health, affecting families, communities, and broader societal structures”. “These have been associated with a perceived increase in the prevalence of drug use globally, as drug users represented about 0.9% of the world’s population” (Ritchie & Roser, 2018), and an estimated 42 million years of healthy life were lost globally in 2017 due to drug use (UNODC, 2019). “Nigeria currently faces similar challenges as its citizens indulge in substance use, as the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) in Nigeria indicates that 14.4% (14.3 million) of people aged between 15 and 64 years use drugs” (UNODC, 2018). A 2017 national drug survey in Nigeria found that 14.3 million people aged 15-64 years used drugs, with one in four of such drug users was a female (11). Furthermore, Idowu et al. (2018) added that Substance use in Nigeria is prevalent across educational levels and reaches down to the secondary school level.
Substance use has become a significant public health issue, particularly among the youth population. Young people are defined as adolescents and young adults aged 10–24 years (UN, 1995; Mulye et al., 2009; Gore et al., 2011). “They constitute a significant portion of the global population (24%) and are estimated to account for approximately 1.9 billion of the world population (UNFP, 2023). They are primarily concentrated in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), where 90% of young people reside” (UNFP, 2023). “According to a worldwide addiction report in 2017, 1 in 20 to 1 in 5 people aged 15 years and above highly use alcohol, tobacco, and illicit drugs daily” (Peacock et al., 2017). Nawi et al. (2021) and Jaguga et al. (2022) reported that “substance use among young people has been linked with several factors including socio-economic factors (poverty, unemployment, and lack of education), as well as environmental influences (peer pressure, family dynamics, and the availability of substances)”. Oshodi et al. (2010) and Gopiram and Kishore (2014) added that “psychological factors such as exposure to trauma, stress, violence, mental health, and adverse childhood experiences also play a significant role in predisposing young individuals to seek solace in drugs and alcohol as coping mechanisms”.
“The incidence rate and prevalence of psychoactive Substance useamong youth in various African countries are escalating every year” (UNODC, 2018). “In Nigeria, its prevalence among young people presents a significant public health challenge with far-reaching implications for individual well-being and societal development. According to the National Drug Law Enforcement Agency (NDLEA), Nigeria has witnessed a concerning rise in the use of psychoactive substance, particularly among young people, with adverse effects on health, education, and socio-economic stability” (NDLEA, 2022). It has become a trending issue among young people in the South-Eastern part of the country, where it is seen as a menace to sustainable development (Ngwu et al., 2024). Nnebue et al. (2017) posited that emerging data suggest a worrying increase in the prevalence of psychoactive substance use among adolescents and young adults in the South East geo-political zone, which has been historically associated with high levels of educational attainment and entrepreneurial activities (Nnebue et al., 2017). Despite increasing awareness of this issue, comprehensive studies examining the multi-faceted drivers of Substance use in this region remain scarce, leaving critical gaps in policy and intervention strategies. There is also a paucity of consolidated evidence that critically synthesises and contextualises these determinants within the socio-cultural and economic peculiarities of South East Nigeria. Hence, this study seeks to critically evaluate the determinants of Substance use among youth in South-East Nigeria, providing a nuanced understanding that can guide policymakers, healthcare providers, and community stakeholders in developing effective prevention and treatment strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc157868898]METHODS
[bookmark: _Toc157868902]Study Design  
[bookmark: _Hlk58888863]This study employed a systematic review design approach to identify population-based (cross-sectional or cohort) studies related to substance use among youths in southeastern Nigeria. Systematic reviews offer a rigorous, transparent, and reproducible process for synthesising existing empirical evidence (Moher et al., 2009; Gough et al., 2017), and are suitable for addressing complex public health questions and providing a comprehensive and unbiased summary of the available literature (Higgins et al., 2019). This review followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 2015 guideline to ensure methodological rigour, reproducibility, and transparency (Moher et al., 2009; Page et al., 2021). 

[bookmark: _Toc154596110][bookmark: _Toc157868907]Data Sources and Search Strategy 
A comprehensive search strategy was developed to identify relevant studies from multiple electronic databases, enhancing coverage and mitigating database-specific bias (Cooper et al., 2018). The databases involved in the search were PubMed, CINAHL, Google Scholar, MEDLINE, PsycINFO, EMBASE, Scopus, Web of Science, African Index Medicus (AIM) library and African Journals Online (AJOL). The chosen databases are widely used for indexing publications in health and substance use, have search functions appropriate for conducting systematic reviews, are generally perceived as trustworthy within academia, and index a large number of journals that include work published in our geographic area of interest. Comprehensive search terms were designed using Medical Education Subject Headings (MeSH) and keywords, in combination with Boolean operators, and were developed for the PubMed search protocol and applied to other databases as well. An example of a full search string was: ("substance use" OR "drug use" OR “psychoactive drugs” OR "illicit drug use" OR "alcohol use disorder") AND ("youth" OR "adolescents" OR "young adults") AND ("risk factors" OR "determinants" OR “predictors” OR "social factors" OR "correlates") AND ("South East Nigeria" OR "Anambra" OR "Enugu" OR "Imo" OR "Ebonyi" OR "Abia").
Additional searches were conducted using platforms such as Google Scholar and ProQuest Dissertations to identify grey literature, including government reports, academic theses, and conference proceedings. Based on previous recommendations, “only the first 200 search results from the Google Scholar search were considered for inclusion” (Bramer et al., 2017). 

[bookmark: _Toc154596111][bookmark: _Toc157868908]Eligibility Criteria 
This review adopted the Population, Exposure, Outcomes (PEO) framework to determine the eligibility of the studies. Specifically, the review focuses on studies (case-control, cohort, and cross-sectional) involving youths aged 10–24 years residing in the South East geopolitical zone of Nigeria, examining determinants such as psychological, social, economic, cultural, and structural factors contributing to substance use and misuse. Studies published in English between 2014, and 2024, that involved human subjects, were eligible for inclusion. This time frame captures the most relevant empirical and policy-related studies while accounting for shifting socio-political and epidemiological contexts in Nigeria. Details of the eligibility criteria, alongside justifications for the exclusion and inclusion of identified studies, are presented in Table 1 below. 

Table 1: Eligibility criteria for study selection 
	Criteria
	Inclusion 
	Exclusion 

	Population (Type of facility) 
	Youth aged 10–24 years residing in South East Nigeria
	Studies focusing exclusively on adults (>29 years) or children (<15 years)

	Exposure 
	determinants, risk factors, or correlates of Substance useor misuse among youths.
	Treatment outcomes or pharmacological interventions, clinical trials, or treatment protocols

	Outcome
	Substance useor misuse and its determinants among youths 
	Studies reporting outcomes unrelated to Substance useand its determinants

	Context
	Studies conducted in South East Nigeria, in English and between 2014 and 2024
	Studies without a clear geographical focus on South East Nigeria or those lacking contextual relevance to the region's youth

	Study design
	case-control, cohort, and cross-sectional
	Letters, editorials, brief communications, comments, and reviews


[bookmark: _Toc157868909]Screening of Identified Studies 
The retrieved articles, following the application of search strategies in various electronic databases, were initially loaded into the EndNote program to facilitate the identification and removal of duplicates. The remaining articles were retrieved, and their titles and abstracts were screened against the eligibility criteria, followed by full-text screening. Each screening stage adhered to the predetermined eligibility criteria. Higgins et al. (2022) state that this two-level screening process, although time-intensive, strengthens methodological reliability. Also, a PRISMA flow diagram was created to document the number of studies identified, included, and excluded, along with reasons for exclusion. Finally, the full texts of all relevant articles that met the inclusion criteria were retained for analysis.

[bookmark: _Toc154596113][bookmark: _Toc157868911]Quality appraisal of Included Studies 
The quality of included studies was assessed using the JBI Meta-Analysis of Statistics Assessment and Review Instrument (JBIMAStARI) quality assessment tool (JBI, 2014). “The tool was used to assess the methodological robustness of a study and its effectiveness in addressing the potential bias in the design, conduct, and analysis” (Aromataris et al., 2015). The appraisal process involved assessing the study’s relevance to the research topic and the appropriateness of its data collection and analysis methods. The papers were awarded scores for each criterion: 0 = not fulfilling the criteria; 1 = fulfilling the criteria. Each criterion's scores increased, and the result ranged from 0 to 9. The scoring relied on JBI guidance notes and the author's judgment and expertise. Features considered to report as low quality include unmentioned study sample size determination, insufficient sample size, and absence of statistical evaluation on the reliability and validity of relevant assessment tools, among others. The ratings informed the interpretation of the findings, though no studies were omitted based on quality assessment.

[bookmark: _Toc157868912]Data Extraction and Management
Data extraction from the full text of retained articles was conducted using an adapted JBI data extraction form (JBI, 2014), and implemented in a Microsoft Excel sheet version 365. Study characteristics were extracted, including the study author(s), year of publication, study location, study design, sample size, types of substances used, and determinants of substance use. 

[bookmark: _Toc157868914]Data Analysis 
This study aimed to evaluate the determinants of Substance useamong youth in South-East Nigeria. It retrieved quantitative data on substance use and determinants among the population. The information was systematically tabulated, and patterns within and between studies were explored to identify commonalities, differences, and potential explanations. 


[bookmark: _Toc157868917]PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS
[bookmark: _Toc154596115][bookmark: _Toc157868919]Description of Selected Studies 
The PRISMA flow diagram (Figure 1) shows the systematic steps taken to identify the selected papers using the abovementioned search strategy. According to the diagram, database searches and other sources identified an initial pool of 171 records. The initial screening identified and removed 23 duplicates, leaving 148 studies available for eligibility screening. After title and abstract screening, 85 studies were excluded, and 63 full-text articles were assessed for eligibility. Ultimately, only five studies met the inclusion criteria and were included in the final analysis. The significant reduction from 63 full-text articles to just 5 included studies, largely due to mismatches in population, exposure, outcome, and geographical context.
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Figure 1: PRISMA flow diagram of included studies. 

Summary of Selected Studies 
The five included studies (Anyanwu et al., 2016; Duru et al., 2017; Nzeh et al., 2020; Ejikem et al., 2023; Ngwu et al., 2024) span four states within the South East geopolitical zone: Ebonyi, Imo, Abia, and a multi-state study encompassing all five southeastern states. This distribution reflects a fair geographical spread, although studies from Anambra and Enugu are underrepresented individually. The studies were published between 2016 and 2024 and involved 2993 respondents. The study designs are uniformly cross-sectional and predominantly descriptive, indicating an exploratory approach rather than inferential or longitudinal analysis. Looking at the studies individually, the study of Anyanwu et al. (2016) was conducted as a cross-sectional survey aimed at determining the prevalence and factors predisposing secondary school students in Abakaliki to substance use. They employed a multistage sampling technique to recruit 620 senior secondary students from 5 secondary schools in Abakaliki, Ebonyi State. They utilised the WHO drug use questionnaire to obtain the data for the study, while the results identified alcohol as the most prevalent substance used. The study also identified the determinants of substance use as males, older students, persons from divorced homes and orphans. 
The following year, Duru et al. (2017) carried out an institution-based descriptive cross-sectional study to assess psychoactive substance use prevalence, pattern and predictors among students of different tertiary institutions in Imo State, Nigeria. The 400 study participants were recruited using a multi-stage sampling technique and were administered a pretested, semi-structured and self-administered questionnaire for data collection. The result of the study revealed that tobacco was the most used substance. The determinants were also identified as peer group, gender, level of study, accommodation status, and status of parents' union. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Nzeh et al. (2020) also conducted a cross-sectional descriptive study, which determined “the factors influencing Substance useamong Senior Secondary Students attending Public Schools in Owerri, Imo State”. They adopted the multi-stage sampling technique in recruiting 397 students from thirteen public senior secondary schools in Owerri Senatorial Zone of Imo State. They also utilised a validated structured questionnaire for the collection of the data. The result showed that age, gender, peer group, accessibility to the substance, availability of the used substance and vendor of the used substance were all significant factors influencing Substance useamong students. 
[bookmark: _Hlk198155494]Similarly, Ejikem et al. (2023) conducted a cross-sectional descriptive study among 1,036 adolescents (10-19 years) recruited using the multistage sampling. The study was aimed at evaluating the patterns of psychoactive substance use and identifying the determinants influencing such behaviour among adolescents in urban and rural communities of Abia State, Nigeria. The data was collected using a structured interviewer-administered questionnaire, which was administered to the participants by trained field assistants. The findings revealed that alcohol was the most commonly initiated substance, while peer usage and mother's occupation. 


Table 2: Characteristics of Selected Studies
	Title 
	First author and year
	Location
	Study Design 

	Sample Size
	Instrument
	Prevalent Substance Used
	Determinants 

	Pattern of Substance useamong adolescent secondary school students in Abakaliki
	Anyanwu (2016)
	Ebonyi State  
	cross‑sectional survey study
	620 senior secondary students
	WHO drug use questionnaire
	32.9% alcohol
	males, older students, persons from divorced home and orphans

	Socio-Demographic Determinants of Psychoactive Substance Use among Students of Tertiary Institutions in Imo State, Nigeria
	Duru (2017)
	Imo State
	institution based
descriptive cross-sectional study
	440 undergraduates 
	Modified WHO student drug survey
	tobacco
	[bookmark: _Hlk198919351]Peer group, gender, level of study, accommodation status and status of parents' union

	Factors Influencing Substance useamong Senior Secondary Students Attending Public Schools, Owerri, Imo State
	Nzeh (2020)
	Imo State  
	cross-sectional descriptive research design
	397 senior secondary students
	Validated structured questionnaire
	N/A
	Age, gender, 
peer group, accessibility, availability and vendor of substance of use

	Pattern of Psychoactive Substance Use and its Determinant Factors among Adolescents in Urban and Rural Communities in Abia State, Nigeria: A Cross-Sectional Descriptive Study
	Ejikem (2023)
	Abia State
	cross-sectional descriptive design
	1,036 adolescents
	structured interviewer-administered questionnaire
	Alcohol
	Peer group, mother's occupation, 

	Demographic Determinants of Drug Use Among Undergraduate Youths In South-Eastern Communities in Nigeria
	Ngwu (2024)
	Five south East States 
	Cross-sectional survey research design
	500 youths from five tertiary institutions
	researchers’ self-made questionnaire
	Cannabis, tranquillisers, alcohol, tobacco and inhalants
	gender; levels of education, nature of upbringing and family size 




Lastly, Ngwu et al. (2024) utilised “the cross-sectional survey design to investigate demographic determinants of drug use among undergraduate youths in South-Eastern communities in Nigeria. The study recruited 500 youths from the five South-Eastern States equally, using a simple random sampling technique without replacement. Data for the study were obtained using the validated researchers’ self-made questionnaire. The result obtained indicated that the most used substances were Cannabis, tranquilizers, alcohol, tobacco and inhalants. The findings indicated that gender, levels of education, nature of upbringing and family size are significant determinants of drug use among the southeast Nigerian youths”. 

Discussion 
Understanding the dynamics of Substance useamong youth in South East Nigeria is critical, given the public health implications of early initiation into psychoactive substance use. This systematic review set out to identify the most prevalent substances used by youth in the South East region and the determinants associated with this substance use. The outcome of this study revealed that alcohol, tobacco, Cannabis, tranquillisers, and inhalants were the most prevalent substances used. Among these, alcohol and tobacco were the most frequently reported across all reviewed studies. 
This pattern of psychoactive substance use mirrors broader national findings, particularly the 2018 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) report, which identified alcohol as the most commonly used substances among Nigerian youth, followed by tobacco and cannabis (UNODC, 2018). The predominance of alcohol and tobacco use among adolescents and young adults may be attributed to their legal status and relatively easy accessibility compared to illicit drugs like cocaine or heroin. Similarly, tranquiliser misuse, especially of prescription medications such as benzodiazepines and tramadol, has surged in Nigeria due to lax pharmaceutical regulations and black-market proliferation. Consistently, it is noted increasing trends in the misuse of prescription medications such as tramadol and diazepam among youth, which often go undetected due to inadequate pharmacovigilance systems. Furthermore, when contextualised globally, the substance use pattern in South East Nigeria shares similarities with youth populations in other sub-Saharan African (SSA) countries, where alcohol remains the leading psychoactive substance, followed by cannabis and tobacco (WHO, 2022). However, the growing incidence of inhalant and prescription drug misuse in Nigeria, as reported in this review, is particularly concerning given the unique risks these substances pose and their increasing popularity in under-regulated settings (Odejide, 2006). Contrastingly, youths in high-income countries such as the United Kingdom and the United States demonstrate a slightly different profile, where vaping, opioids, stimulants, and synthetic cannabinoids are more prevalent. While alcohol and cannabis remain widespread globally, differences in drug markets, enforcement regimes, and health literacy account for regional variation in substance preference. The use of inhalants, for example, tends to be more prevalent in low-income settings due to their affordability and accessibility, particularly among adolescents in disadvantaged communities. 
[bookmark: _Hlk200223972]This review also uncovered a diverse range of interrelated determinants influencing substance use among youth in South East Nigeria. These include peer group influence, gender, age, education level, accommodation status, family structure, orphanhood, maternal employment, substance accessibility, availability, and vendor-related factors. Peer influence, the most consistent determinant across all reviewed studies, has also been extensively documented in prior Nigerian studies (Chikere & Mayowa, 2011). The desire for social belonging, especially during adolescence, often leads to conformity with group norms, including risky behaviours such as substance use. This is corroborated in the findings from other Nigerian states, such as the study of  Chikere and Mayowa (2011), which reported peer pressure as the most significant predictor of adolescent drug use, particularly among secondary school students. Similarly, a study in Kano State by Yahaya et al. (2020) observed that adolescents introduced to substances by peers were more likely to escalate their usage over time. This aligns with global evidence suggesting that peer modelling and social acceptance often serve as the initial gateway to experimentation and habitual substance use among adolescents (Steinberg, 2005).
Furthermore, gender and sex emerged as significant factors, with older males disproportionately represented among substance users. This aligns with findings by Olley (2006), who attributed higher rates of Substance useamong Nigerian males to sociocultural constructions of masculinity, which often valorise risk-taking and emotional suppression. However, recent evidence from urban centres shows a narrowing gap in youth substance use, which is attributed to changing gender norms due to urbanisation and increased social media exposure, which now influence young women's risk behaviours (Peltzer & Pengpid, 2016). Additionally, family structure, educational and accommodation status were also implicated as significant factors influencing Substance useas youths living outside parental supervision, such as those in tertiary institutions or informal urban settlements, are more likely to engage in substance use due to increased exposure and reduced oversight. This is supported by Nnebue et al. (2017), who found that youth with unstable home environments were more likely to engage in drug use, while Akpa and Okekunle (2020), reported higher prevalence rates of Substance useamong students residing in off-campus accommodations in Osun State, Nigeria. Such findings mirror international evidence, where unsupervised youth environments, such as college dormitories in the United States, have been linked with binge drinking and recreational drug use (Johnston et al., 2022). Lastly, Nnebue et al. (2017) found that youth with unstable home environments were more likely to engage in drug use. The widespread availability of psychoactive substances from unregulated vendors, including patent medicine dealers and street hawkers, has been consistently cited in Nigerian studies as a key enabler of adolescent drug use. This reflects broader structural weaknesses in Nigeria’s drug control systems, as the UNODC (2018) reported that informal drug markets, serve as significant conduits for youth access to psychoactive substances, especially in peri-urban and rural settings. Contrastingly, countries with stricter drug enforcement and surveillance regimes tend to report lower incidence of adolescent access to controlled substances, albeit sometimes at the cost of pushing the market underground (EMCDDA, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc157868930]Conclusion 
This systematic review critically synthesised existing empirical evidence on the prevalence and determinants of Substance useamong youth in South East Nigeria. The findings clearly indicate that psychoactive substance use remains a significant and multifaceted public health concern in the region. Alcohol, tobacco, cannabis, tranquillisers, and inhalants emerged as the most commonly used substances, with alcohol and tobacco being particularly pervasive due to their social acceptability and widespread accessibility. The consistent emergence of peer influence, gender, age, family structure, and availability of substances as key predictors calls for multi-layered interventions that are both community-driven and policy-informed. Hence, tackling youth Substance usein South East Nigeria requires a multidimensional approach, integrating public health, education, social welfare, and legal frameworks. Furthermore, interventions must be youth-centred, community-informed, and policy-driven, with emphasis on early prevention, parental involvement, peer-led education, and stricter regulation of psychoactive substances. 
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