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Abstract 
This paper sets out to examine the psychological and sociological 
problems of youth in tertiary institutions in Nigeria. It begins by 
identifying the youth as an enigmatic social category differently 
perceived as both a “curse” and a “blessing” in any society. Inspite of 
the problematic character of the youth in contemporary society the paper 
argues with illustrations that they have been an asset in traditional and 
modern societies. It highlights the areas in which the youth contribute to 
the development of modern Nigeria ranging from military to 
engineering and administration. It discusses the psychological and 
sociological problems faced by the youth in tertiary institutions such as 
drug addicting and alcoholism, megalomania, impatience, indolence, 
maladjustment, threat by anti-social groups and their heinous activities, 
poverty, exploitation, infrastructural inadequacies, and inadequate 
teaching and learning facilities. The paper identifies the pervasively 
deleterious consequences of these problems, including bad personal, 
family and national image; criminal proclivity; poor health; increased 
destitution; academic failure; death, etc. it highlights some causes of the 
problems ranging from the youth themselves to institutional 
shortcomings and bad political leadership. The paper recommends 
multidimensional strategies for tackling the problems. These include 
avoidance by the youth of drugs, alcohol and bad company; provision of 
the needs of the youth at the family, institutional and national levels; 
stringent sanctions against youth abuse; good governance; provision of 
more care, more attention and more guidance and counseling to the 
youth etc. The paper states that, if adopted, the recommendations will in 
a way minimize the problems of the youth and those of the society at 
large. 

Introduction 

For some time now, the youth have become the common focus of many public discussions not 

only at various levels of our society, but also at international circles. Much of what is said about the youth 

seems to be an admixture of their virtues and vices. For many people, the youth are the major problem of 

society. But for others, the youth are mere reflections of those forces in society, including the adult 

population, the government and other socio-politico-economic variables, that influence their growth and 

general development. Exponents of the former view argue that the youth are the troublesome group in 

society whose lives are generally characterized by impatience, irrationality, militancy, and bubbling energy 

which predisposes them to aggression and destruction. This school of thought would argue further that the 

youth constitute the dominant population among criminals and mischief-makers in society. Sutherland and 

Cressey (1978) corroborated this view statistically by noting that arrests and convictions from 

industrialized countries around the world show that criminality peaks in the teenage years. They revealed 

that “in Scandinavia the age of maximum criminality is 13 to 15; in England it is 14 to 17; in Australia it is 

15 to 18; in USA the maximum age of criminality, as measured by arrests, is 16”. On the other side of the 

polemics, the opposing school of thought has simply argued that the youth are the adult and society has 

made them to be. 

In one of her seminar lectures, Nwafo (2000) gave a vivid illustration of this paradoxical character 

of the youth in the following words; 

If there is any group of people in the society especially in Nigeria that is 
causing great concern to parents, teachers, religious organizations, 
government and non-governmental organizations, it is the youth. Infact, 
no 

 
 



 
 
 
 

single group has ever been so problematic, so complex, so seriously 
misunderstood, analyzed but loved as the youth, (p.172) 

This paper attempts to examine some major psychological and sociological problems facing the 

youth in Nigerian tertiary institutions in the country. It is more practical than theoretical in its approach. By 

this we mean that much of the work was obtained through situational observations and casual interviews 

with students. It explains the concept of “youth”, presents a portrait of the youth as a societal asset, 

identifies their problems in our tertiary institutions, highlights the sources of the problems and proffers 

some suggestions towards more effective utilization of the youth for national development. 

The Concept of Youth 

Who are the youth? The concept of youth is kaleidoscopic in meaning and context. The 
Chambers Twentieth Century Dictionary defines it as “.....early life; the period immediately succeeding 

childhood; or a young man”. Yet, the exact boundaries that separate childhood, youth and adulthood are 
often vague, socio-culturally determined (Rose et al, 1990) and behaviourally defined. The implication of 
this is that one may be old in age but “young” in behaviour or vice versa. Many writers and societies have 
set varying age ranges between 16 and 40 years (Njoku, 2004). Without any prejudice to other existing 
definitions of the term, we shall define “youth” here as those young men and women within the age 
brackets of thirteen to twenty-nine years. Our lower limit derives from the beginning of one’s teen and the 

upper limit from the age limit of graduate youth accepted to serve in the National Youth Service Scheme in 
Nigeria (FMG, 1993). The youth are those in the active stage of life, and this explains why they are an 
asset to any society. They fall within what Erikson (1963) described as adolescence and youth adulthood. 

Youth as a Societal Asset 

The youth constitute a veritable asset to any society. They are often the dominant category in 

society and therefore the greatest source of the strength and energy needed for creation of goods and 

services. Although the development of any society requires the collective efforts of its members, the youth 

in every society, ancient and modern, have remained the dominant potential source of labour for societal 

development. 

Youth in Traditional Society 

In traditional societies, and especially those in which division of labour was age-based, the youth 

were usually employed in more challenging and energetic tasks, which included warfare and construction 

works. The societies evolved certain social institutions by means of which the youth were prepared for the 

challenges in life. One of such institutions was initiation into manhood or womanhood variously described 

as “ibi ubu", “iwa akwa", etc in some Igbo communities. In the case of the male youth, the process 

sometimes involved military and para-military training, as well as training in hardship and difficult tasks. 

In the case of the female, the training involved preparing young girls for female role and life in society. 

Such training, which was usually complemented by other forms of socialization at various levels of 

society, prepared the youth for independent and corporate life. Thus, the male youth constructed houses, 

roads and bridges, cleared the bush and tilled the soil for planting, hewed wood for cooking, hunted games 

for food and provided defence for the society. In pastoral societies, the young males dominated the duty of 

herding the cattle and protecting them against predation (Nwanunobi, 2001). But beyond all these, the 

youth constituted the major force to rely on in times of war or enemy invasion. Thus, the youth were 

mainly the executive force in the realization of any local development project. 

Youth in Contemporary Society 

In modern times and modern societies, characterized by occupational variations, Western 

education and increasing industrialization and bureaucratization, the youth play even more diverse roles, 

with less emphasis on sex dichotomy. The youth now acquire specialized training in more diverse spheres 

of human endearvour. This equips them for the divergent roles they play today towards national 

development. Their roles span many areas ranging from politics to military. Thus, the youth are today 

found in large numbers among our engineers, lawyers, teachers, researchers, politicians, administrators, 

accountants, technologists, technicians, doctors, farmers, traders, business men, etc. (Obasi,2000). 



The Youth in Tertiary Institutions 

The term, “tertiary institution”, describes the third and highest level in our educational system. 

The other lower levels are the secondary and the primary. The primary feeds the secondary while the 
secondary feeds the tertiary level. The tertiary level is where the youth are trained in various kinds of 
vocations and professions. It is made up of the universities, polytechnics or colleges of technology, 
colleges of education and monotechnics. Each of these components has a definite mission or objective. The 
goals of our tertiary institutions, as enunciated in section 5, subsection 25 of our National Policy on 
education, include: 

i. Making optimum contribution to national development through training of relevant manpower; 
ii. Acquisition, development and inculcation of proper value-orientation for the survival of the 

individual and society; 
iii. Development of individual’s intellectual capabilities to understand and appreciate their 

environments; 
iv. Acquisition and inculcation of both physical and intellectual skills which will enable individuals to 

be self- reliant and become useful, happy contributing members of the society; 
v. Promotion of national development, unity and international understanding and interaction. (Ejiogu, 

2001). 
Generally, the tertiary institutions provide various levels and types of manpower for the purpose 

of societal development. Although they are populated by men and women in various age brackets, the 
youth dominate their populations. These young men and women are undergoing training in various spheres 

of human endearvour as have been mentioned. However, there are also youth among the workforce, but 
these are not the major focus of this lecture. The tertiary institutions prepare the youth not only for 
independent living, but also for gainful employment and effective role performance towards societal 
development. Although the education acquired at this level is largely skill and knowledge-oriented, it does 
not preclude character building. This is why to qualify for a certificate, diploma or degree obtainable at this 
level, one must be found “worthy in character and in learning”. As the young men and women in these 

institutions undergo their various programmes of study, in anticipation of a brighter tomorrow, they 
encounter a legion of problems ranging from psychological to sociological. These problems impact 
negatively not only on their studies, but also on the quality of training or education. 

Problems of the Youth in Tertiary Institutions 

The youth in tertiary institutions encounter a great deal of problems. Some of these problems are 
psychological while others are sociological. It is sometimes difficult and even unnecessary, however, to 

draw a line of demarcation between these problems, since one may lead to the other. This will become 
manifest in our discussion. 

Psychological Problems 

a. Drug Addiction and Alcoholism: Many of the youth in our tertiary institutions have taken to drugs and 

alcohol. Some do this for pleasure; others are forced into it by circumstances and peers, while 

others do it as a cover-up for one form of deficiency (inferiority complex) or the other. This last 

group seeks a false4 sense of importance and grandeur through drug. There are also some youth 

who erroneously take to drugs and alcohol as a “solution” to their problems. 

Drugs and alcohol have never been, and will never be real solutions to a problem. Rather, 

they create more problems for the addict. The pleasure they give is ephemeral, while the 

‘solutions’ they provide to problems are mere phantasies. As soon as their seemingly virtuous 

effect evaporates, the addict finds himself/herself in a worse situation, as he/she discovers in 

his/her sobre and even melancholy mood that the problems are still there steering him/her in the 

face. 
 

Apart from giving the addict a sense of false consciousness, alcohol and drug are major 
threats to academic success. They are the easiest and surest way to frustration and failure in life. 
They lead to wasteful spending and promote sexual promiscuity among the youth. Above all, they 
induce criminal disposition, lead to personality degeneration and, in extreme cases, bring about 
sudden-death syndrome. 

b. Megalomania: Another problem of the Nigerian youth, including those in tertiary institutions, is 
the predilection for big things. As the author once noted in one of his works, “....Nigerian youths 



think big, talk big, act big and live big. There is nothing wrong, however, in thinking, talking, 
acting or living big, if one has what it takes in concrete terms to do so (Obasi, 1999). But it is not 
uncommon to see and hear the Nigerian youth claiming to know what do not know, have what 
they do not have, and do what they cannot do. And even if they can at all, their claims are often 
too prodigious to be real. 

Such tendencies can have both deleterious and meritorious consequences on the youth; 
but more of the former than the late. Many of the youth have inevitably taken to crime and 
particularly stealing in various forms in the bid to live up to their claims. 

c. Impatience and Indolence: These are other common problems of the youth in tertiary institutions 
and the larger society. Many of the youth are very much in a hurry, only God knows where to! 
They are not pains-taking. They want to get rich quickly, pass examinations with the best of 
grades and marry good wives or husbands without working for these. Impatience and laziness are 

factors which lead many of them into examination malpractices, and some final-year students into 
“dubbing” other people’s projects. Many of such students often run into serious problems ranging 
from failure through rustication to even untimely death. 

d. Adjustment Problems: As one moves from relatively ’’free and less regimented and comfortable 

environment of plenty to one that is highly regimented and less comfortable, the need for 

adjustment becomes imperative. Yet many fail to make the necessary adjustment and therefore 

remain maladjusted. 

Sociological Problems: 

a. Threat by Anti- Social Groups: Activities of anti-social groups such as secret cults have become 

a major source of terror on our campuses. Many lives have been lost, including those of innocent 

persons as a result of cult activities. Life and property have become insecure, while academic 

activities and calendars suffer frequent interruption. There can be no effective academic work in 

an atmosphere of terror. Determined students who go to do their reading in the classrooms at 

night often do so with their hearts in their hand. As pointed out in one of FEPNOWA’S seminar 

series, “....Cultism kills the individual not only psychologically but also socially and psychically”. 

(Obasi, 2000). 

b. Poverty: Poverty is a common feature among Nigerians, including the youth in tertiary 

institutions. Many of the youth merely ‘exist’ instead of ‘living’, as a result of poverty. They can 

hardly afford a square meal in any particular day. It is common today , in our campuses to hear 

students use such expressions as “without” (meaning to eat plain food without any meat or fish), 

“oto-all-the-way” (i.e. drinking raw garri in the morning, afternoon and evening), “zero-zero-

one”, or “zero-one-zero” (i.e. “no breakfast, no lunch, only supper” or no breakfast, only lunch 

and no super”) etc. many are living on the charity of others in terms of dresses, feeding, books 

and other needs. 

The author considers this problem a very serious one, because it can easily lead to other 

problems such as moral depravity, poor health, hunger, malnutrition, low attention level, high 

absenteeism etc. one who cannot adequately and appropriately meet his food and other basic 

needs can hardly do any meaningful academic work. A hungry man, it is said, is an angry man. 

He can hardly think well. Was it not Plato, a great philosopher, who said “man cannot 

philosophize on an empty stomach”. Hunger and poor health therefore affect mental and physical 

ability adversely. 
Writing on the relationship between poor health and poverty, Kimblo (1960:159), as 

quoted by Okere (2001) noted: 
....it is bad enough that a man should be ignorant, for this cuts 
him off from the commerce of other men’s minds. It is perhaps 
worse that a man should be poor, for this condemns him to a 
life of stink and scheming, in which there is no time for dreams 
and respite for weariness. But what surely is worst is that a man 
should be unwell for this prevents him from doing anything 
much about either his poverty or ignorance. 



c. Exploitation: The youth in our tertiary institutions suffer exploitation in various forms. Some 
suffer sexual exploitation, others suffer material or financial exploitation, while some others suffer 
both in the hands of their fellow students and irresponsible and callous lecturers and other 
members of staff and the public. The problems of poor students are exacerbated by some 
unfeeling lecturers who brazenly sell the so-called handouts and lecture cassettes, or undertake to 
type their students’ term papers and other works in their Business Centers for ‘a pound of flesh’. 
In extreme cases, some students are known to have been intimidated into offering money, sex, or 
both, to avoid victimization. 

d. Inadequate Hostel Accommodation and High Rent: Poor and inadequate accommodation has 

become a common feature of our tertiary institutions. This has resulted in endless and multiple 

squatting with the attendant inconveniences, health hazards exploitation and other problems. 

Hostel rooms originally designed for 3 occupants now take 4 times the number in some 

institutions. As a result of inadequacy of hostel accommodation on our campuses, the youth 

helplessly face another form of exploitation in the form of prohibitive rents by profiteer landlords 

in the neighbourhood. As if this is not enough, “student-landlords” who squat their fellow 

students tend to be worse in the evil act of exploitation. Some students who are lucky to secure 

accommodation at little or no charge trade with it to raise money for fees, feeding, books, 

handouts and other needs (p. 1 2004). This is yet another effect of poverty. Added to all this, of 

course, is the problem of ill-maintained hostels and facilities. The environment in which the 

youths live and study in this country is suffocatingly repugnant and this impairs academic work. 

e. Inadequate Classrooms/laborateries/workshops and Equipment: Many tertiary 

institutions in Nigeria lack adequate classrooms and laboratories/workshops. Even where they 

exist, many of the classrooms and laboratories/workshops lack adequate seats, fans and other 

facilities or equipment. As a result of this dismal state of affairs, the youth study in crowded and 

ill-equipped environments. In some cases, students take their lectures standing. Such a situation 

does not make for effective learning and teaching. Cases have been recorded of students who 

fainted or collapsed in lecture or examination halls as a result of overcrowding. The overall effect 

of these inadequacies is the production of half-baked graduates in various disciplines, a situation 

which carries an ominous implication for industrial and national development. 

It is not possible here to examine all psychological and sociological problems 

encountered by youth in tertiary institutions. This is so, firstly, because they are too many for the 

space and time allotted to this work and, secondly, because some of the problems may be peculiar 

to certain institutions. Another note worthy point about some of the problems we have highlighted 

here is that they may be more acute in some institutions than in others. 

Effects of the Problems 

The problems we have examined here have varied degrees of negative consequences on the 

youth. The consequences include: 
- bad personal, family, community and national image;  
- criminal proclivity and possible incarceration;  
- academic failure and failure in life; 
- poor health, including mental derangement and the attendant financial and other problems;  
- high rate of drop outs; 
-       possible increase in cases of destitution and the attendant social problems; 

                -     poor quality graduates; 
-     instability (social and political); and 
-    death, which results in loss of potential manpower and breadwinners. 
With particular reference to alcohol, which has been reported to be the most serious drug 

problem in the United States (NCMDA,1973), it “ .......... depresses the activity of the central nervous 
system and thereby interferes with coordination, reaction time, and reasoning ability,” with large doses 
engendering disorientation, loss of consciousness, and even death (Coleman and Cressey, 1984). 

The effects of the problems are, however, not limited only to the youth or individual students. 
They also cut across the institutions themselves and the society at large. 

Causes of the Problems 
Many factors are responsible for the psychological and sociological problems encountered by the 



youth in tertiary institutions. Some of the problems are endogenic while others are exogenic. This is to say 
that the problems have their causes both within and outside the institutions. 

(a) Endogenous causes: 

These include those factors within the institutions which generate those problems. They 

include: 

the students/youth themselves (especially the undisciplined); irresponsible staff (academic and 

non-academic); insensitive school authorities or bad leadership/management; 

environmental/institutional inadequacies, etc. 

(b) Exogenous Causes: 

These are those causative factors outside the institutions and they include: the family; 

neighborhood; 

the government /proprietors of the institutions; 

the larger society of which the institutions are only a part and with which they continuously 

interact. Our social system today cares very little for the' youth which, perhaps, may be the reason why the 

literally genius, Wole Soyinka, describe the youth of today as a “wasted generation”. 

These factors directly or indirectly exercise varied degrees of influence in shaping the character 

and behaviour of the youth. 

Possible Solutions 
All the factors implicated in the causation of the problems must naturally be involved in the 

solution. To this effect, we address the problems as follows: 

(a) The Youth Themselves: It has been shown that the youth also cause problems for themselves. As part 

of their own contribution towards the solution of their problems in tertiary institutions, the youth mhst of 

necessity: 

i avoid drugs and excessive intake of alcohol in the interest of their health and academic pursuit; 

ii refrain from forming, joining and associating with secret cults and other anti-social groups: 

iii be modest and realistic in their ambition, demands, life style, model of dressing, etc; 

iv patient and industrious; 

v polite and obedient without necessarily succumbing to the tempting, and evil overtures of 

unscrupulous people;



 

vi strive to get their priorities right; 
vii avoid all manner of indiscipline and unhealthy habits, etc. 

(b ) Staff of the Institutions: As earlier pointed out, some of the problems faced by youth in tertiary 

institutions are caused by some staff of the institutions. Such staff who takes delight in exploiting the youth 
and students pecuniarily and sexually must desist from this practice. Such staff should be exposed for 
possible and stringent sanctions. 

(C) Institutional Authorities: School authorities can help matters greatly by; 
i. being sensitive to the needs of the youth or students (e.g. provision of adequate and decent hostel 

and classroom accommodation, appropriate and adequate teaching and learning aids, basic 
amenities which include good drinking water; recreational facilities, etc.) 

ii. involving students in major decision-making on matters affecting them or in finding solutions to 
some of their major and common problems 

iii. providing effective devices in the form of rules and regulations for dealing with erring staff and 
students; 

iv. ensuring effective and objective enforcement of rules and regulations, 
v. providing adequate staff (academic and non-academic)and periodically monitoring their activities 

or job performance; 
vi. instituting a good welfare scheme for staff and improved reward system for well-behaved and 

hard-working students; 
vii. working out a scheme for supporting or assisting indigent students; 
viii. being realistic and not too ambitious in their admissions, etc; 

ix . proving essential services such as telephone and banks to minimize travelling by the youth for one 

reason or the other and attendant problems, etc. 

(d) The Family: We traced some of the problems to family background, As a result of this ,the family 

must be involved in the search for a way out .To this effect, we recommend that families should: 

i. pay greater attention to early socialization or upbringing of children at home. Since this will 

determine to a large extent the nature of the resultant youth and adults; 

ii. monitor their children or wards and their performance at school: 

iii. provide adequately for the needs of their children and wards in terms of feeding, lodging, 

books/handouts, etc. 

iv. avoid indulging excessively in their children or wards, for too much can spoil the youth in the 

same way, or in even worse way, as too little can. 

(e) The Institutions’ Proprietors/Government: Most of the tertiary institutions in the country are 

owned by either the state or federal government. For this reason, the government is a major stakeholder and 

therefore has a tremendous role to play towards the mitigation of the problems faced by the youth in our 

tertiary institutions. Apart from being a proprietor, government is the major controller of the polity. On its 

own part therefore, it should ensure: 

i. adequate funding of the institutions, to facilitate the provision of all that are lacking and improve 

campus life; 

ii good government and effective management of the economy to engender happy citizenry and 

national prosperity; 

iii improved salary structure for workers and enhanced and adequate scholarship and bursary schemes 

for students or the youth; 

iv. greater rate of industrialization as a means of guaranteeing the youth some hope for employment 

on graduation, a development which carries some implications on their disposition even as 

students; 

v. provision of special funds to the institutions for the purpose of combating cultism and other social 

vices; 

vi. a good reward scheme for institutions with good track record in terms of stability, discipline, 

innovativeness and contribution to the technological, social, economic and political progress of 

the nation.



 

vii. popular policies aimed at reducing the cost of education; etc. 

(f) The Larger Society: This embraces the adult population, organizations and neighbourhood. The society 
should: 

i. be more sensitive to the plight of the youth and encourage, rather than discouraged, them in their quest 
to become useful citizens of this country; 

ii. realize that the average Nigeria student or youth is poor and therefore needs some concession in terms of 
house rent ,taxi fare and cost of educational materials; 

iii. Show more care for its youth through improved youth policies and programmes; 
iv. Stop exploiting the financial helplessness of the youth and especially of the female, by not perceiving 

and dealing with them as “commercial sex workers”, 

v. as major stake holders in holder in education, well-to-do individuals and organizations should assist in 
funding the institutions and in providing some of their needs; etc 

(g) Guidance and Counsellors: Be more serious in the adjustment problems of students in tertiary institutions. 

Conclusion 

We shall conclude this lecture by re-iterating the fact that the youth in our tertiary institutions are 
facing a plethora of problems. These include drug addiction and alcoholism, megalomania, impatience, cultism, 
poverty, exploitation, poor and inadequate physical facilities, etc. 

We must all individually and collectively note that “ ........ our youth are hungry, they need food; 
they are sick, they need care; they are poor; they need employment; they are hopeless, they need inspiration, and 
above all they are confused, they need guidance”,(OZ?aw',1999).These problems have negative consequences on 

the academic and general life of the youth. The youth will enjoy improved and less problematic campus life if 
and only if these problems are tackled headlong .The paper identified the youth themselves, the family, the 
institutions, the government and, of course, the larger society as causes of the problems. Based on this diagnosis; 
it recommended the collective efforts of all stake-holders in education, such as the government ,the youth 
themselves, families, individuals and organizations as the only way out. Any measure short of such a 
“whollistic” approach will make little or no difference. 
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