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Abstract 

Kidnapping has become a serious challenge in Nigeria, as there has been an escalation of kidnapping incidences in recent 
years. This article conducts a comprehensive review on the issue of kidnapping in Nigeria, with a focus on highlighting 
the underlying causes of the menace, such as; poverty and unemployment. It examines the effects of kidnapping on 
individuals and communities in Nigeria as well as the governmental responses, including the response of security 
agencies. The article also examines the involvement of organized criminal groups, in the kidnapping activities, as well 
as the associated international connections. Drawing on research about kidnapping, the article compares the situation 
in Nigeria with trends worldwide. It does argue that while the reasons for kidnapping may differ across continents or 
even countries, there are still shared causes like economic struggles, and also social unrest. The article does suggest that 
the Nigerian government should take urgent, and also proactive steps towards mitigating the kidnapping problem, 
especially with regards to investing in technology, and also surveillance systems. This investment will help track, and 
also monitor criminal activities, particularly in remote areas like the forests, where many of the kidnapped victims are 
usually held.   
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1. Introduction

Kidnapping, the act of forcefully taking someone away from safety, against their will, has become a widespread and 
serious issue in Nigeria, in recent years [1]. This crime has affected communities across the country, and has also 
impacted both individuals and the society as a whole. The increase in kidnapping incidents,  has created fear and also 
anxiety amongst the population. It has also caused significant social and economic problems, including disruptions to 
peace, security, and and even business activities [2]. In Nigeria, kidnappers typically choose their victims based on 
perceived wealth, or social status. They do this just to demand large ransom payments for the safe return of their 
captives [3]. 

Kidnapping in Nigeria has a complex history, which goes back to the early independence period. At first, kidnappings 
were often politically motivated. For instance, militant groups in the Niger Delta region used abductions to gain 
government attention, and also leverage, in their struggles against the government [4]. Over time, kidnapping moved 
beyond political reasons, and then spread across the country. It has now become a criminal enterprise driven by 
economic incentives. 

Several key factors have contributed to the alarming rise of kidnapping in Nigeria. One major factor is the widespread 
poverty, and also high unemployment rates in the country [5]. With limited economic opportunities, especially in rural 
areas, many people, particularly young individuals, have turned to kidnapping for financial survival. The lure of quick 
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money from ransom payments has drawn many into this illegal activity. Weak governance, and also ineffective law 
enforcement, has also played a significant role in the increase of kidnapping incidents in Nigeria [6]. Corruption within 
security agencies, a lack of proper training and resources, and a culture of impunity, have allowed kidnapping groups 
to operate fairly easily. The absence of swift and strong action against criminals has also encouraged their behavior, 
thereby resulting in a cycle of crime and impunity. Additionally, the spread of small arms and light weapons in Nigeria, 
has also supported the activities of kidnappers [7]. Their easy access to weapons has enabled criminal groups to carry 
out abductions and has increased the violence associated with kidnapping cases. The use of firearms, and other 
sophisticated weapons during kidnappings, has raised risks for both victims and security forces, making the situation 
harder to manage. 

Given the seriousness and urgency of the kidnapping crisis in Nigeria, this article does offer a thorough overview of the 
issue of kidnapping in the country. Its arguments are anchored on the premise that examining the root causes of 
kidnapping in Nigeria, the modes of operation, as well as the impact of kidnapping at both the individual and society 
levels,  will help to shed more light on the complex dimensions of this criminal activity, and provide scholarly insights 
on how to address it.  

2. Statistics on kidnapping rate in Nigeria 

In recent years, Nigeria has seen a big rise, when it comes to kidnapping incidents. According to data which was 
compiled by the Nigerian Security Tracker, there were over 2,860 reported cases of kidnapping, in the year 2020 alone 
[8]. This marked a sharp increase compared to previous years. The rise in kidnappings is linked to several factors, which 
do include economic hardship, political instability, and the growth of organized criminal groups. The table below shows 
statistics on the recent number of kidnapping incidents in Nigeria. 

Table 1 Number of Kidnapping Cases in Nigeria, 2015-2025 

Year Number of Victims 

2015 927 

2016 347 

2017 532 

2018 1,014 

2019 1,421 

2020 2,879 

2021 5287 

2022 4,680 

2023 1,384 

2024 3277 

Source: Compiled by Authors. Information extracted from the International Centre for Investigative Reporting, ICIR (2023) [9] and SB Mintel 
(2024) [10] 

One of the most worrying trends which is related to the kidnapping incidents in Nigeria, is the targeting of school 
children. In recent years, several high-profile cases have involved the mass abduction of students, from there schools, 
especially in Northern Nigeria. Armed groups like Boko Haram and bandits do often carry out these kidnapping attacks. 
The kidnapping of school children in Nigeria, have attracted international attention, and have also raised concerns about 
the safety of children in Nigeria as a whole.  The table below provides data on the abduction cases involving school 
children in Nigeria. 
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Table 2 Recent Data on the Number of School Children Kidnapped from Schools in Nigeria 

Year School Name State Number of Children 
Abducted 

2024 LEA Primary School and the Government Secondary School 
Kuriga in the Chikun Local Government Area 

Kaduna State 137 

2024 Tsangaya School, Gada Local Government Sokoto State 17 

2023 Federal University of Gusau Zamfara State 24 

2021 Government Girls Secondary School, Jengebe Zamfara 317 

2021 Bethel Baptist School, Chikun Local Government Area Kaduna State 100 

2021 Federal College of Forestry Mechanization, Afaka Kaduna State 39 

2021 Private Greenfield University Kaduna State  20 

2021 Federal Government College (FGC) Birnin-Yauri,  Kebbi 
state 

Kebbi State 60 

2020 Government Boys Secondary School, Kankara Katsina  344 

Source: Compiled by Authors. Data gotten from BBC (2021) [11]; Adebayo (2024) [12]; Asadu (2021) [13]; ChapiOdekina (2024) [14]; Maishanu 
(2024) [15]; Oluwafemi (2023) [16]. 

The data on kidnapping in Nigeria paints a troubling picture of a nation, which is under siege. The widespread 
occurrence of kidnapping incidents  in the different areas of the country, especially over the last five years, along with 
the various motivations behind them, do highlight the complexity of the issue, and also the urgent need for effective 
solutions. 

3. The underlying instigators of kidnapping in Nigeria 

The causes of kidnapping in Nigeria are complex and varied. They arise from a mix of socio-economic, political, and 
socio-cultural challenges. One major socio-economic factor that drives kidnapping in Nigeria is poverty [17]. The 
country has a very high poverty rate, as a significant percentage of the population lives below the poverty line [18]. 
Figure 1 below provides information on the number of people in Nigeria, who live in extreme poverty. 

 
Source: Statista (2025) [19] 

Figure 1 Number of People who Live in Extreme Poverty in Nigeria, 2016-2025 
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Figure 1 above shows that about 91,989 million Nigerians lived in extreme poverty as at 2024. It was projected that by 
this year 2025, there will be about 93,709 millions of Nigerians living in extreme poverty. The economic deprivation 
that comes with the high poverty rates, creates a fertile ground for the escalation of criminal activities such as 
kidnapping, as the desperate individuals suffering poverty, turn to crime as a means of survival. The lack of viable 
economic opportunities as well as the existence of systemic inequality, contributes to further exacerbating the problem, 
pushing many individuals into a life of crime. 

Unemployment is another significant socio-economic factor that contributes to exacerbating the prevalence of 
kidnapping in Nigeria [20]. Note that Nigeria has a large youth population, many of whom are currently unemployed 
and lack access to education as well as training opportunities [21]. According to Trading Economics (2025) [22], the 
average for youth unemployment Rate in Nigeria, between 2014 and 2024, was about 21.40 %. This lack of having 
meaningful employment opportunities, pushes some individuals to engage in criminal activities, including kidnapping, 
as a way of surviving the harsh economic situation in the country. 

Political factors have also played a role, when it comes to fueling the occurrence of kidnapping incidents in Nigeria [23]. 
The country has a history of political instability, corruption, as well as weak governance, which together, creates an 
environment that is conducive for the occurrence of criminal activities [24]. The lack of accountability and transparency 
in governance, contributes to allowing criminal syndicates to operate, with relative impunity, which further facilitates 
the growth of kidnapping networks. 

Other existing security challenges, also pose as major factors, when it comes to the rise  and escalation of kidnapping in 
Nigeria. Currently, Nigeria is confronted by many security challenges. These challenges include widespread violence, 
frequent terrorism incidents, and also the various armed conflicts, which are happening across the different regions of 
the country. In the North, banditry is common, while the Southern part of the country does experiences many conflicts 
also, of which some are inspired by secessionist movements and agitations for resource control [25]. The weak security 
infrastructure, and also the failure of law enforcement agencies to effectively combat crime, does allow kidnappers to 
operate freely [26]. Most importantly, the lack of proper coordination, and also intelligence sharing amongst security 
agencies, does make it harder to tackle the kidnapping crisis [27]. 

4. Negative impacts of kidnapping on individuals and communities 

As noted by Okwuwada (2023) [23], one of the cardinal effects, which the rise in kidnapping incidents in Nigeria has 
caused, is the trauma it causes to the victims, and also their families. For the victims, being taken from their homes or 
workplaces, often at gunpoint, and held for ransom, does have lasting psychological impacts on them. The uncertainty 
of their release, only does add to the distress, which is felt by both the victims and their loved ones. Families often do 
experience anxiety, and also fear, because they do not know if their relative will return safely, or if they have to face the 
heartbreaking consequences which come with a kidnapping gone wrong. 

Communities also do suffer from the effects of kidnapping in Nigeria. As highlighted by Okolie-Osemene (2021) [28], 
the increase in kidnappings, has led to a serious breakdown of trust, and also social bonds, within communities across 
the country. People are scared to go about their daily lives, and also, businesses are sometimes forced to shut down or 
relocate. This creates challenges for social interactions, as relationships then become strained. Individuals have become 
wary of each other, because of suspicions that the other party could be potentially involved in the conduct of kidnapping 
activities [17]. This kind of situation, does usually create a sense of isolation, and also disrupts the social fabric of 
communities, thereby leading to a breakdown in community relations, and also the loss of trust in the law enforcement 
agencies and government authorities in general. 

The economic consequences of kidnapping in Nigeria have been devastating. The ransom payment demanded by 
kidnappers usually drains resources from families and has had detrimental effect on businesses as well, especially small 
and medium-sized enterprises [29]. In some instances, business owners are forced to pay exorbitant amounts, just to 
secure the release of their employees, with the option of facing the prospect of losing valuable members of their 
workforce, if they don’t pay up. This not only results to financial losses, but also has negative impacts on the productivity 
as well as growth of businesses, thereby leading to job losses and a decline in economic activity within the affected areas. 
Currently, the view of Nigeria as a high-risk country because of kidnapping incidents has limited foreign investment and 
impacted the tourism sector [30]. This situation does hinder the country’s economic growth, and also development. The 
negative effects on the economy also influence the lives of ordinary Nigerians, worsening poverty and inequality in the 
country. 
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5. Role of organized criminal groups 

As highlighted by Peace (2020) [31], militant groups, such as Boko Haram group in the North, the Niger Delta militants 
in the South, as well as the current resurgent of banditry groups, have been found to collude with kidnappers, to 
perpetrate kidnappings in Nigeria. The different groups often use abductions as a means to fund their operations, garner 
media attention, and also instill fear amongst the populace. Boko Haram has been found to be responsible for abducting 
hundreds of school girls, in the past. They used these girls as bargaining chips to negotiate with the government, or to 
spread their extremist beliefs [32]. The Niger Delta militants have also kidnapped oil workers, in order to demand 
ransom or to protest against the government’s exploitation of their region's resources [33]. 

The influence of organized criminal groups, on Nigeria’s kidnapping problem, is complicated by weak law enforcement, 
as shown by the government’s failure to effectively tackle these groups [34]. Aliyu (2022) [35], does point out that 
Nigerian authorities face criticism because of their slow response, when it comes to following up on abduction cases, 
their failure to prosecute offenders, and also, their inability to prevent future incidents. This has led to a sense of 
impunity, amongst the criminals, and has also encouraged them to carry out more kidnappings, without any fear of the 
consequences.  

To address the role of criminal groups in kidnapping in Nigeria, the government, law enforcement agencies, and also, 
other stakeholders, do need start working together. This will require that they start using the right resources, to improve 
their intelligence gathering, boost border security, and also strengthen collaboration with neighboring countries, in 
order to track and catch offenders. Additionally, it is important to tackle the root causes of kidnapping, such as poverty, 
unemployment, and also the problem of social inequality. These issues do make individuals to be vulnerable to 
recruitment by these criminal groups. 

6. International connections 

The increase in kidnapping within the country is sometimes associated with organized criminal groups that work 
worldwide. These networks use advanced communication technology, have access to resources, and do have a network 
of collaborators across borders, with whom they conduct their illegal activities. Available evidence does show that Boko 
Haram has received support from international terrorist organizations, and also criminal networks, including Al-Qaeda 
[25]. This cross-border cooperation has allowed Boko Haram to engage in kidnapping activities in Nigeria, and move 
victims across national borders. 

Additionally, organized criminal groups like the Fulani Militia, have also added to the kidnapping crisis in Nigeria [25]. 
This group often engages in cross-border crimes, including arms smuggling, human trafficking, and even extortion. They 
have also been implicated on many occasions, in cases of kidnapping. Nigeria’s porous borders also do enable the 
movement of both kidnapping victims, and the perpetrators across international boundaries. This makes it hard for law 
enforcement agencies to track them down, and catch them 

7. The response of relevant authorities 

In response to the kidnapping crisis, the Nigerian government has launched several initiatives, which are targeted at 
tackling the problem of kidnapping. However, these efforts face many challenges, which have contributed to reducing 
their effectiveness. 

7.1. Policy and legislative responses 

The Nigerian government has taken many actions, in order to tackle the problem of kidnapping in the country. One of 
the cardinal initiatives introduced, is the establishment of specialized anti-kidnapping unit within the major law 
enforcement agency - the Police [36]. This unit investigates kidnapping cases, rescues victims, and also does catch the 
perpetrators. The government also introduced a legislation, which was aimed at strengthening the legal framework, for 
fighting kidnapping. This is called the Anti-Kidnapping Act [37]. The Act did impose severe penalties on all convicted 
kidnappers. 

7.2 Law enforcement efforts 
 

Law enforcement agencies in Nigeria have been actively working, in a bid to fight kidnapping cases. They conduct 
intelligence-led operations, and also do raid suspected kidnappers hideouts. They also do collaborate with local 
communities. Specialized units like the Police Anti-Kidnapping Squad, and also the Department of State Services (DSS), 
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do lead efforts which are aimed at rescuing kidnapped victims, and bringing the kidnappers to justice [1].These efforts 
have led to the successful rescue of numerous hostages, and also, the arrest of kidnappers across the country. 

8. Kidnapping as a global issue  

Kidnapping is a global issue, which transcends national borders. Though Nigeria is currently experiencing a surge in 
kidnapping cases, the problem is not peculiar to the country. According to existing research reports, countries such as 
Mexico, Venezuela, Afghanistan and Pakistan,  are also dealing with high rates of kidnapping incidents [38,39,40, 41]. 
One common factor amongst these countries, when it comes to kidnapping, is that they all have the same underlying 
causative factors, such as poverty, unemployment, as well as ineffective law enforcement. In Nigeria, for instance, the 
high levels of poverty as well as unemployment, have created a fertile ground for criminal elements and activities to 
thrive, of which the perpetuation of kidnapping activities, is just one example. In Mexico and Venezuela, the recent socio-
political crises, have led to an increase in kidnappings, as criminal organizations take advantage of the instability, to 
carry out their nefarious activities [42, 43]. Another similarity between Nigeria and most of the other countries where 
kidnapping is prevalent, is the role which non-state criminal terrorist, or militant organizations play, when it comes to 
exacerbating the kidnapping problem. In Nigeria, for example, militant groups like the Boko Haram, and the Niger Delta 
Avengers, have been involved in many cases of the high-profile kidnappings. Similarly, in Mexico, drug cartels have been 
known to kidnap for ransom, in order to fund their illegal activities [44]. 

There are differences, when it comes to the pattern of kidnapping in different countries. For example, in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan, kidnappings are often politically motivated, being that insurgents target government officials, and also 
foreign aid workers [45,46]. In Nigeria, however, kidnappings often have economic motivations. Despite these 
differences, the impact of kidnapping on individual victims, and also their communities is consistent across all affected 
countries. Kidnapping does lead to emotional trauma, and also financial loss for victims and their families. It also does 
create a sense of fear and insecurity.  

9. Conclusion 

The problem of kidnapping in Nigeria is complex, being that it is linked to issues like poverty, weak law enforcement, 
and also organized crime. The increase in abductions has had devastating effects on individuals, and also communities, 
thereby, making it feel like the entire country is under siege. Kidnapping has become widespread, with people from all 
backgrounds falling victim to this terrible crime. To effectively fight this issue, we need a strategy that does tackle both 
the immediate and also underlying causes that allow it to thrive. This article offers the recommendations below, for 
addressing the kidnapping problem in Nigeria: 

1. To tackle kidnapping, proactive measures which do focus on prevention, and also early intervention, must be taken. 
The Nigerian government should urgently invest in acquiring advanced technology, like sophisticated surveillance 
systems, in order to help track and monitor criminal activities, especially in the forested areas, where victims are often 
held. This investment would facilitate the interception of kidnapping attempts even before they happen. 

2. The Nigerian government must also work harder, to address the existing limitations in law enforcement. They should 
prioritize equipping law enforcement agencies with the resources which are needed, in order to perform their duties 
effectively. It is also essential, to improve the training methods for the law enforcement officers, since the existing ones 
have not adequately prepared officers to deal with the current nature of kidnapping.  

3. Again, to deal with the kidnapping crisis, Nigeria must first focus on the socio-economic problems which have helped 
create it. This includes fighting poverty, reducing unemployment, and also addressing the systemic challenges, which 
do cause inequality. More investments needs to be directed towards funding programmes which will create jobs, 
improve education at all levels, including skills training, and also strengthen social welfare programmes. That will help 
to mitigate the effects of the country’s economic challenges. 
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