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Abstract
One of the enduring social crimes throughout history is kidnapping. While its mani-
festations are global, there are distinct local variations in its specifics. This social 
malady has surged with alarming frequency, especially over the past decade in 
Nigeria, bringing with it significant impacts on the stability of the country. Thus, 
it becomes crucial to delve into its patterns, various occurrences, and to compre-
hend the theoretical foundations that underlie it. In order to uncover the sociologi-
cal underpinnings of this crime, and the intertwined triggers, this study extensively 
reviewed relevant literature. The argument presented in this paper delineates the 
annals of kidnapping in Nigeria into two phases: the slavery and precolonial era, and 
the contemporary period. Triggers for kidnapping were analyzed and categorized 
into distinct clusters: an underlying cluster (socio-economic disparities, a dysfunc-
tional law enforcement and judicial system, and longstanding conflicts); a remote 
cluster (political instability, the presence of militant groups, and insurgency); and 
an immediate cluster (vulnerable demographics, lack of robust security measures, 
and instances of diverse unrest). Moreover, the paper contends that the persistence 
of kidnapping is exacerbated by the flourishing economy it has spawned. Through 
an examination of theories associated with kidnapping, a comprehensive concep-
tual framework was developed, integrating the multifaceted factors relevant to the 
Nigerian context. It is anticipated that the findings of this study will contribute to the 
formulation of new policies, and the refinement of existing ones, aimed at fostering 
a safe, secure, and peaceful socioeconomic development.
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Introduction

One critical social crime that plagues societies worldwide is kidnapping. This 
harrowing act transcends cultures, races, and regions, sparing no nation, regard-
less of its level of economic development. Motives for these abductions vary 
widely, ranging from ransom demands to child custody disputes and political 
agendas  (Yang et  al., 2007). As of 2021, the United Nations Office on Drugs 
and Crime (UNODC) reported a staggering 56,652 individuals kidnapped in the 
United States alone. However, prior to this, statistics fluctuated across different 
countries, reflecting the evolving nature of this crime. For example, in 2018, the 
UNODC highlighted Pakistan and England as having the highest rates of kid-
napping (UNODC, 2018). Eleven years earlier, in 2007, Iraq and Iran held the 
grim title of the ’kidnap capital of the world,’ with approximately 1,500 foreign-
ers abducted for ransom annually. At the turn of the century, the UNODC docu-
mented a range of 12,500 to 25,500 annual kidnappings, with Colombia (3,600) 
and Mexico (3,000) leading the statistics. More recently, the World Population 
Review (2024) ranked the top ten countries with the highest rates of kidnapping 
as Turkey (42.669), Lebanon (15.384), Kuwait (12.69), Canada (10.285), Bel-
gium (10.245), South Africa (9.569), New Zealand (9.508), Pakistan (9.452), 
Eswatini (9.354), and the United Kingdom (8.835). However, the heterogeneous 
nature of kidnapping often complicates tracking, especially in countries facing 
challenges with data collection, resulting in underreported cases.

Beyond these figures lies a stark reality: kidnapping disproportionately affects 
women and children. The UNODC (2020) reports that women and girls are fre-
quently targeted for forced marriages, human trafficking, domestic disputes, ran-
som, gang-related activities, drug-related crimes, cultism, hijackings, mob justice, 
sexual offenses, political motives, traditional rituals, aggravated robberies, and 
various forms of exploitation. On the flip side, the perpetration of these crimes is 
overwhelmingly male, with over 80% of kidnappers and their collaborators fall-
ing within the age range of roughly 20 to 55 years (UNODC, 2020). Such statis-
tics alone are enough to instil fear in the hearts of victims, often compelling them 
to surrender to their captors. The far-reaching impact of kidnapping underscores 
its status as a deeply troubling social phenomenon, one that demands concerted 
efforts from communities and authorities alike to combat its pervasive threat.

It is essential, however, to provide some conceptual definitions and clarifica-
tions of kidnapping. According to Otu and Nnam (2018), kidnapping is described 
as occurring " when a person, or group of persons, without lawful authority, 
physically asports (i.e. moves) another person or persons without the person’s 
or persons’ consent, with the intent to use the abduction in connection with some 
other illegal or nefarious objectives, whether such asportation occurs within the 
geo-political space the kidnapping happened, or outside the space." This broad 
yet simple definition highlights the quadpod of kidnapping as a well-orchestrated 
activity involving the subject, the object, the purpose (intent), and the space. 
Expanding on the contextual aspect, Vannini et al. (2015) define political kidnap-
ping as being motivated by financial and political reasons, operating in politically 
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unstable countries, exploiting both domestic and international networks to carry 
out the abduction and to launder the ransom. This type is also known as terror-
ist kidnapping, affecting specific parts of the geopolitical region within a defined 
territory. While ransom payments may primarily serve as funding sources for 
the perpetrators or terrorist groups, it often involves large-scale hostage-taking 
ventures with intimidation, coercion, and intense psychological impacts on the 
captives and related stakeholders. The repercussions can be global, as seen with 
groups like Boko Haram in Nigeria, the Taliban in Afghanistan and Pakistan, Al-
Qaeda with its transnational connections and activities, ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq 
and Syria), the Abu Sayyaf Group in the Philippines, Al-Shabaab in East Africa, 
the FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces) in Colombia, among others. Political 
kidnapping often thrives on geopolitical instability, ethnic or religious tensions, 
or persistent conflicts. Ransom kidnapping (kidnap-for-ransom) is a globally rec-
ognized aspect of kidnapping. Indeed, it has been argued that ransom kidnap-
ping is one of the oldest forms of abductions, often involving the capture of an 
individual with the primary objective of demanding monetary payment, typically 
targeting victims perceived to have financial resources (Otu et al., 2021).

Research suggests a complex interplay of factors fuelling kidnappings in sub-
Saharan Africa. Economic hardship and widespread poverty have been identified 
as primary drivers of kidnapping for financial gain (Onuoha & Okolie-Osemene, 
2019; Reitano et  al., 2017). This is exacerbated by weak governance and corrup-
tion, creating an environment of impunity where criminal networks thrive (Cannon 
and Iyekekpolo, 2018; Eteng et al., 2021; Mabvurira et al., 2022). Mabvurira et al. 
(2022) stated that apart from internal rings perpetuating child kidnappings in Zim-
babwe, there are criminal networks across the southern borders of Africa involved 
in child kidnappings. Cannon and Iyekekpolo (2018) also claimed that kidnapping 
is sometimes used as an economic weapon to strengthen financial resources for 
more intense reasons for abductions, mainly for political agendas. Instances include 
actions by groups like Al-Shabab and Boko Haram across the drylands of East and 
West Africa. Furthermore, political instability and nonlinear conflicts also signifi-
cantly contribute to kidnappings. Insurgencies and terrorist groups like Boko Haram 
employ abductions as tools of violence and intimidation (Cannon and Iyekekpolo, 
2018; Dakuku, 2022; Ede & Okafor, 2023). Kidnappings also become intertwined 
with political agendas, targeting activists, journalists, and political opponents (Ibra-
him & Mukhtar, 2017; Obarisiagbon & Aderinto, 2018).

Beyond financial and political motives, cultural practices and traditional customs 
can also play a significant role in the prevalence of kidnappings. In certain commu-
nities, abductions may be perceived as a legitimate form of conflict resolution or a 
means of extracting compensation (Ishaya et al., 2019; Onuoha & Okolie-Osemene, 
2019). This underscores the importance of understanding the nuanced cultural con-
texts when analysing the dynamics of kidnapping. Children, in particular, are highly 
vulnerable to kidnappings in Africa, constituting a significant proportion of victims 
(United States Department of State, 2022). They are often targeted for exploitation, 
forced labour, or trafficking (Human Rights Watch, 2023). Moreover, women and 
marginalized groups are disproportionately affected, shedding light on the intersec-
tions of power dynamics and criminal activities (Nnam & Ordu, 2020a, b; Oriola, 
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2021). Literature suggests that certain professions and occupations increase the 
risk of kidnapping. Workers in the oil and gas industry, journalists, and humanitar-
ian workers are frequently targeted due to their perceived vulnerability or access to 
resources (Albert et  al., 2020; Onuoha & Okolie-Osemene, 2019). Understanding 
these occupational risks is crucial for developing targeted prevention strategies. It is 
inevitable that the broader socio-economic context forms a crucial aspect of compre-
hending the prevalence of kidnapping in the developing world. Poverty, high rates of 
unemployment, and lack of access to education create fertile ground for criminal 
activities (Ejiofor, 2022; Madubuike & Dimnnajiego, 2023). Weak criminal justice 
systems and inadequate law enforcement capacity further exacerbate the problem, 
leaving communities vulnerable to exploitation and violence (Dakuku, 2022). In 
addressing the multifaceted nature of kidnapping, interventions must go beyond 
merely targeting the symptoms. A holistic approach that addresses the root causes—
be they economic, political, cultural, or social—is essential for creating sustainable 
solutions and safeguarding vulnerable populations from the scourge of abduction.

The instances and events of kidnappings in Nigeria show strong similarities with 
those occurring throughout sub-Saharan Africa. However, a key sociological trend 
highlighted in the literature is the shift from politically motivated abductions to 
financially driven kidnappings. While politically motivated kidnappings were prev-
alent in the past, recent research by Nnam and Ordu (2020a, b), O’Connor et  al. 
(2021), Dakuku (2022) and Okoli and Nwangwu (2023) underscores the increasing 
influence of economic factors. This shift is attributed to the lucrative nature of ran-
som payments, contributing to the rise of criminal networks engaging in kidnapping 
for financial gain. The inherent social challenges within the country are intricately 
linked to Nigeria’s sociological landscape of kidnapping, as observed by Okoli and 
Nwangwu (2023). Thus, high unemployment rates, poverty, and income inequal-
ity create fertile ground for individuals to be drawn into kidnapping activities as a 
means of economic survival. The literature underscores the role of economic dispar-
ities in fostering a climate conducive to criminal enterprises that exploit the despera-
tion of individuals seeking financial stability. Moreover, the evolution of kidnapping 
dynamics in Nigeria reflects broader societal shifts. For instance, the digital age has 
facilitated the coordination of abduction operations, with kidnappers using technol-
ogy for communication, planning, and ransom negotiations (Ikezue, 2023). This 
technological sophistication has allowed criminal networks to expand their reach 
and operate across borders, making it increasingly challenging for law enforcement 
agencies to combat these crimes effectively. In addition to economic factors, cultural 
norms and social inequalities also play a role in the prevalence of kidnappings. Cer-
tain cultural practices may inadvertently contribute to the normalization of abduction 
as a means of conflict resolution or compensation, particularly in regions with deep-
seated traditional beliefs (Ishaya et  al., 2019; Onuoha & Okolie-Osemene, 2019). 
Addressing these cultural factors requires a delicate balance of respecting local tra-
ditions while also implementing strategies to prevent the exploitation of vulnerable 
individuals. In light of these multifaceted challenges, effective responses to kidnap-
ping in Nigeria must adopt a comprehensive approach. This includes not only robust 
law enforcement efforts to dismantle criminal networks but also addressing the root 
causes such as poverty, unemployment, and social inequalities. Collaborative efforts 
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between government agencies, civil society organizations, and communities are cru-
cial for developing sustainable solutions that prioritize the safety and well-being of 
all citizens.

Another salient sociological factor contributing to the prevalence of kidnappings 
in Nigeria is the impact of regional conflicts and instability. This is particularly evi-
dent in the increasing insecurity in certain parts of the country, especially in the 
north, where Boko Haram and other insurgency groups have wreaked havoc. Addi-
tionally, in the southeast, agitation for the state of Biafra has also led to various crim-
inal activities, including abductions. According to O’Connor et al. (2021), the Boko 
Haram insurgency has rendered certain parts of the north ungovernable, alienating 
vulnerable demographics from societal development, particularly children. Boko 
Haram, a terrorist group with anti-development views against Western education, 
has resorted to various means to gain government attention, including a series of 
abductions targeting women, school-age children (especially girls and boys), farm-
ers, and military officials (Chinwokwu & Michael, 2019; Dakuku, 2022; O’Connor 
et al., 2021; Ojo, 2020). Closely related to this is the farmer-herder conflicts, which 
have also been identified as contributing to the proliferation of kidnapping incidents. 
In regions marked by insecurity and weak governance, criminal groups exploit the 
power vacuum, leading to an increase in abductions for ransom and other criminal 
purposes. This assertion is supported by Ibrahim (2017), Ezemenaka (2018), Albert 
et al., (2020), Ojewale (2021), and Okoli (2022). The entanglement of regional con-
flicts, insurgency activities, and socio-political tensions creates a volatile environ-
ment that not only fosters kidnappings but also poses significant challenges to law 
enforcement and government efforts to ensure security and stability. Understanding 
these multifaceted factors is essential for developing effective strategies to combat 
kidnappings and address the underlying issues that fuel this criminal activity.

Prior to the escalation of the Boko Haram insurgency, there were series of hos-
tage-takings and abduction that rent the air within the Niger-Delta, some of which 
mirrored under the resource control agitations. Albert et  al., (2020) provided a 
detailed chronological background of abductions in the Niger Delta from the early 
1990s which involved kidnapping of expatriate staff of oil and gas exploration com-
panies, in addition to militancy and occupation of certain oil and gas infrastructure. 
To address this, Ajiboye (2023) document the efforts of civilian security operations 
especially the alertness of the Nigerian police in responding to the call for rescue of 
the victims. Prior to this, ritual kidnapping of persons termed as strangers, and for-
bidden though less reported were the leading drivers of different communal rituals.

Social disintegration and breakdown of traditional norms are highlighted as con-
tributing factors in recent studies. According to Dakuku (2022) and Ugwuoke et al. 
(2023), the erosion of communal values and breakdown of traditional societal struc-
tures create an environment where criminal elements can thrive. This sociological 
perspective underscores the importance of understanding the societal fabric and the 
impact of changing norms on the prevalence of kidnapping.

So far much of the existing studies on this subject have investigated the diverse 
sociological perspective of kidnapping in Nigeria especially from the social ills and 
crimes. While some have attempted to unravel the socio-background contexts, secu-
rity, and international linkages, very little attempt has been made to integrate the 
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impact of combination of drivers. This is important because human behaviour often 
is not tied to a singular factor but a convergence of drivers. It is against this that this 
paper attempt to answer certain research questions which can help to address this 
gap and help in contributing to the understanding of the dynamics of kidnapping not 
only in Nigeria but by extension in countries with similar socio-ecological traits and 
dimensions. The research question posed  includes: what characterises the sociologi-
cal background of kidnapping in Nigeria? What were the predisposing factors that 
triggered the occurrence of kidnapping in Nigeria? What is the nexus between soci-
ocultural decadence and kidnapping in Nigeria? What is the nature of the economy 
of kidnapping in Nigeria? This paper thus is aimed at designing a comprehensive 
framework that integrates the answers to these research questions and build a sus-
tainable and liveable country.

A brief historical account of kidnapping in Nigeria

While kidnapping is not a recent phenomenon in Nigeria, it has undergone distinct 
phases throughout history. Two identifiable phases can be traced based on historical 
and research accounts.

The first phase involved the use of kidnapping as part of the spoils of war, espe-
cially during intertribal and intercommunal conflicts when West Africans existed in 
distinct ethnicities and communities. Local wars of attrition and dominance occurred 
wherein the conquered were taken as slaves. The captured individuals were utilized 
as slaves for various activities, particularly in land cultivation, and some were trans-
formed into guards. This practice persisted into the period of contact with the Euro-
peans, whereby the slave trade also became a part of their commercial activities. 
The institution of slavery further transcended into mainstream transactions with the 
Europeans across the Atlantic, where abducted individuals and groups were sold as 
part of the vast network of trading and commodity exchanges. Nobles, monarchs, 
and various heads of the military and warlords were primarily engaged in these 
practices. The infrastructure used for such practices has been preserved for historical 
accounts in locations such as Badagry and Calabar to this date.

Cultural practices with strong patriarchal philosophies, particularly certain festi-
vals and rituals, emerged in precolonial Nigeria. Females who were forbidden from 
entering the core of such practices were often used for ritual sacrifice if they trans-
gressed these boundaries. Also, strangers who strayed into the core of certain rituals 
might become the needed sacrifice. These practices were prevalent in the southern, 
western, and eastern parts of Nigeria, especially during the precolonial epoch, and 
some still persist in certain localities today.

The contemporary period of kidnapping as an organized crime began with the 
activities of militants in the Niger Delta region. Kidnapping became a means of 
struggling for political attention on issues like unemployment, poverty, and envi-
ronmental damage caused by international oil exploration companies. Expatriate oil 
workers were targeted and kidnapped for ransom as a business. Over time, this crime 
evolved and became a tool of political vengeance in the country. Kidnapping is now 
a pervasive issue in Nigeria, impacting all regions and social classes.
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Nigeria is ranked as the 6th highest recorded country with cases of kidnapping 
globally (Wajim, 2020). The concept of kidnapping gained popularity, with various 
groups across the Nigerian State adopting it to express grievances and seek finan-
cial gains (Wajim, 2020). Beyond the Niger Delta militants, terrorists and herdsmen 
have embraced kidnapping as a complementary instrument for resource generation 
(Ekechukwu and Osaat, 2003). The high-profile kidnapping of around 300 girls in 
Chibok town in Borno State in 2014, claimed by the Boko Haram religious sect, 
exemplifies the involvement of terrorists in kidnapping in Nigeria (The Economist, 
2020). This highlights that kidnapping is a pervasive social problem affecting all 
sectors of the Nigerian economy (Tade et al., 2020). What began as a voice of agita-
tion has transformed into a societal issue negatively impacting various sectors of the 
Nigerian economy (Ekechukwu and Osaat, 2003).

Triggers of kidnapping in Nigeria

Kidnapping has emerged as a pervasive social cum security challenge in Nigeria, 
with far-reaching implications at various levels and national stability. To compre-
hensively understand this phenomenon, it is essential to disentangle its triggers at 
different levels. This is essential because the prevalence of kidnapping across Nige-
ria requires an assessment of its precipitation particularly at the defining temporal 
levels.

Within the context of underlying factors contributing to kidnapping in Nige-
ria, national socio-economic drawbacks, a dysfunctional law enforcement and 
judicial system, and long-term religious conflicts emerge as the main players. 
Nigeria’s socio-economic challenges set the stage for kidnapping activities. High 
unemployment rates, income inequality, and poverty exacerbate social tensions, 
creating a pool of disenfranchised individuals susceptible to engaging in nefari-
ous activities (Okoli, 2022). This notion is further emphasized by Ugwuoke et al. 
(2023), Tade et  al. (2020), Wajim (2020), and Okoli and Nnamdi (2018), who 
argue that the lack of viable economic opportunities drives many young Nige-
rians towards criminality, including kidnapping, as a means of economic sur-
vival. The situation is compounded by the pervasive culture of criminal impunity 
resulting from weak law enforcement and judicial systems, thereby intensifying 
the proliferation of kidnapping. Corruption, lack of accountability, and inefficien-
cies within law enforcement agencies undermine efforts to combat crime effec-
tively and deter potential perpetrators (Okoli & Nnamdi, 2018; Tade et al., 2020). 
Additionally, the slow pace of justice delivery and low conviction rates embolden 
criminals to engage in kidnapping with little fear of repercussions. At the core 
of this triad of factors are the diverse shapes of conflicts and crises within Nige-
ria’s diverse sociopolitical landscape that fuel tensions and provide fertile ground 
for kidnapping activities. Frictions between different ethnic and religious groups, 
farmer-herder crises across the northern belt of the country, and sovereignty 
issues in the eastern part of the country are marked by violence and retaliation, 
with kidnapping used as a tool for revenge or leverage (Agri & Agri, 2020). 
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Various militias and armed groups have emerged due to the inability to swiftly 
and adequately respond to these foundational issues, resulting in the prevalence 
of kidnapping.

A number of remote triggers of kidnapping in Nigeria have been identified by 
various studies. The first is political instability and electoral violence, which cre-
ate an environment of lawlessness and insecurity, providing a shelter for criminal 
elements to operate their nefarious activities with impunity. During periods of 
heightened political tensions, kidnappings often occur as a means of intimidat-
ing opponents, disrupting political processes, or extorting ransom from wealthy 
individuals or politicians. These events have been recorded in various parts of 
Nigeria, such as Kaduna State (Aloku & Atafo, 2022; Tukur et  al., 2020), the 
northern region of the country (Ejiofor, 2022), and across the entire country 
(Bello, 2021). Political instability often births divergent outcomes, one of which 
is militancy and insurgency. The presence of militant groups and insurgent move-
ments in Nigeria’s volatile regions, such as the Niger Delta and the Northeast, 
exacerbates the kidnapping crisis (Dakuku, 2022). These militant groups (includ-
ing Boko Haram, bandits, the series of defunct and active militant groups across 
the Niger Delta) often engage in kidnapping for ransom as a source of funding 
for their activities or to exert pressure on the government to meet their demands 
(Otu et al., 2021). Specifically, it has been registered that Boko Haram have been 
known to carry out mass abductions, particularly of schoolchildren, as a means 
of spreading fear and destabilizing communities (Sunday & Muhammad, 2022). 
These combined with economic hardship as a result of economic mismanage-
ment and recession could unveil the disinformed individual(s) to result to various 
crimes including kidnapping for ransom, as a means of survival or to improve 
their financial situation.

At the immediate epoch, the factors driving kidnapping could include the 
availability of vulnerable demographics, insufficient security measures, and 
social/civil unrest. One common denominator in all kidnapping activities is 
the identification of potential targets. The expatriate staff of conglomerates and 
multinational companies, foreign nationals, wealthy individuals, politically-dis-
posed persons, schoolchildren, and farmers form the pool of individuals who are 
highly vulnerable to being abducted in Nigeria. Criminal syndicates often con-
duct extensive surveillance and gather enough intelligence to identify high-value 
targets perceived as lucrative ransom prospects (Bello, 2021; Onuoha & Okolie-
Osemene, 2019; Tade & Momodu, 2023). Moreover, the abduction of vulnerable 
groups is driven by opportunistic motives and the ease of execution (Onuoha & 
Okolie-Osemene, 2019). Potential targets are often captured under the permis-
sive atmosphere of inadequate security measures. Inadequate and dysfunctional 
security protocols provide opportunities for criminals to carry out abductions and 
evade capture (Odia, 2023; Ogini, 2020). There exists a strong perception that the 
Nigeria Police Force and allied local security apparatuses have been infiltrated 
by criminal elements who are part of the syndicate involved in kidnappings. This 
perception sometimes drives the choice of private security organizations, some of 
which may also become tools in the hands of kidnappers (Ogini, 2020).
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Kidnapping economy in Nigeria

While the literature lacks a definitive classification of kidnapping for ransom, 
particularly concerning Nigeria, certain distinctions related to financial gains 
can be identified. Regarding the operational pattern, two distinct categories of 
kidnapping emerge – retail kidnapping and wholesale kidnapping. In retail kid-
napping, individuals with some level of wealth, including family members, rela-
tives, friends, and acquaintances identified as potential targets, are often chosen 
for abduction. Ransom is paid, and the proceeds are shared among the layers of 
criminal gangs involved. This form of kidnapping typically follows a piecemeal 
arrangement and tends to be seasonal or occasional. On the other hand, wholesale 
kidnapping involves large-scale abductions, often associated with militant and 
terrorist groups. These activities may include attacking motorists on major roads 
and expressways, assaulting agrarian communities, terrorizing farmers, conduct-
ing random large-scale hostage-takings in hinterland locations, especially target-
ing vulnerable groups such as women and schoolchildren. The scope and intensity 
of wholesale kidnapping distinguish it from the more localized and opportunistic 
nature of retail kidnapping.

Available statistics on the dynamics of kidnapping and ransom payment in 
Nigeria are loosely available with diverse figures. According to the SBM Intel-
ligence report titled “The Economics of Nigeria’s Kidnap Industry” between July 
2021 and June 2022, roughly N653.7 million was paid as ransom, with over 500 
incidents recorded and 3,420 persons abducted (SBM Intelligence, 2023). The 
report also indicated that about US$9.9 million were demanded by the abductors. 
It is worth noting that the report omitted various sums (at least N100 million) 
paid as ransom by the victims of the Kaduna train incident in March 2022. Also, 
the report excludes the numerous unreported retail kidnappings recorded across 
several parts of the country, especially in major cities like Lagos, Port Harcourt, 
and parts of Eastern Nigeria, where kidnapping has become part of the burgeon-
ing agitation for the release of Nnamdi Kanu – the leader of the IPOB (Indig-
enous People of Biafra) movement. In terms of the spatial distribution of kid-
nap-for-ransom, the phenomenon is geographically concentrated in the northwest 
and north-central regions. States like Kaduna, Zamfara, Katsina, and Niger have 
become hotspots in recent years. These areas suffer from socio-economic chal-
lenges and weak law enforcement, creating prime conditions for criminal groups. 
In the south, kidnap-for-ransom tend to be more targeted towards wealthy indi-
viduals and persons with perceived high ransom values. Consequently, ransom 
demands in these areas tend to be higher.

The demographics of potential targets are also shifting towards vulnerable groups, 
especially schoolchildren. For instance, on April 14, 2014, 276 schoolgirls from 
Chibok were abducted by Boko Haram, drawing global attention. In 2015, roughly 
40 girls were also kidnapped in Konduga village in Borno State. The Nigeria Human 
Rights Watch, documented by the United States Department of State, showed that 
between November 2014 and February 2015, over 500 women and 1,000 children 
were abducted in the Gwoza Local Government Area of Borno State (United States 
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Department of State, 2022). The spate of abductions by Boko Haram also extends 
to males, with 97 men and boys kidnapped in Baga in Borno State within the same 
year. While these statistics may have been skewed towards one part of Nigeria, sub-
sequent incidents have shown that other regions were not spared.

A key influence that triggers the booming of the ‘kidnapping industry’ in Nige-
ria is the increasing spate of the crime. Within a decade (2013–2023), the number of 
reported kidnapping incidents in Nigeria increased annually by roughly 481, with excep-
tions in 2016 and 2022 when it reduced by 579 and 607, respectively (see Fig. 1). Tak-
ing into consideration that the figure of 1,384 for 2023 is a mid-year value, the graph 
shows some reduction in the magnitude of the reported cases. From 2016, the incidents 
intensified, reaching a peak in 2021 with an alarming 5,287 reported cases. However, 
the national picture comes to life when the incidents are considered at the state (subna-
tional) level. Recent data (displayed in Fig. 2) shows that Kaduna, Zamfara, Niger, Kat-
sina, and Sokoto were the top five states with the highest reported incidents of kidnap-
ping between July 2021 and June 2022, and July 2022 and June 2023. Within this same 
period, Bayelsa, Jigawa, Ebonyi, Yobe, and Gombe recorded the least incidents with 
less than 12. A clear distinction is the location specificity of these cases. Well over 90% 
of the total reported incidents in 2021 to 2022 were of northern origin. However, there 
seems to be a sort of gradual shift towards the central and southern regions. For instance, 
by June 2023, there were about 120, 95, 73, 68, 66, 46, and 43 new incidents reported in 
Katsina, Kogi, Ondo, Nasarawa, Sokoto, Rivers, and Benue States. This depicts a nation-
wide expansion of kidnapping. The concomitant implication is the subsequent rise in 
ransom requested by the kidnappers to release their victims. As reported by SBM Intel-
ligence (2023), the recent spike in the cases of kidnapping has led to a corresponding 
increase in ransom negotiations as abductors engage in non-banking transactions.
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Fig. 1  Trend of reported kidnapping incidents in Nigeria within the current decade.  Adapted from: SBM 
Intelligence (2023)
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Government’s efforts in curtailing kidnapping in Nigeria

In response to the escalating kidnapping crisis, the Nigerian government has imple-
mented a series of measures aimed at curbing this menace. To deter and punish 
perpetrators of kidnapping, the government has enacted stringent anti-kidnapping 
laws and policies. These laws prescribe severe penalties, including lengthy prison 
sentences and capital punishment for convicted kidnappers. One of the significant 

Fig. 2  Dynamics of changes in reported incidents of kidnapping at the subnational level in Nigeria 
between July 2021 to June 2023.  Adapted from: SBM Intelligence (2023)
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legal instruments in this regard is the Anti-Kidnapping Act of 2017. This legislation 
imposes a minimum sentence of 10 years’ imprisonment for kidnapping offenses, 
with higher penalties for cases resulting in bodily harm or death. Several provi-
sions in other legal frameworks, such as the Terrorism Act of 2011, Sect. 364 of the 
Criminal Code, and Sects. 271 to 273 of the Penal Code, have also been enacted to 
curtail the growing spate of kidnapping. These provisions include stringent penal-
ties, including lengthy prison terms, for individuals found guilty of abduction. At the 
subnational level, 15 States in Nigeria namely, Anambra, Enugu, Abia, Akwa Ibom, 
Imo, Bayelsa, Bauchi, Cross River, Ebonyi, Kogi, Rivers, Lagos, Ogun, Ondo, and 
Oyo—have taken decisive steps in the fight against kidnapping. These states have 
considered kidnapping as a capital offense and have enacted laws that impose pen-
alties exceeding a decade of imprisonment along with fines (Umego, 2019). Unar-
guably, the recent incidents have made the efficiency of these legal instrument of 
infinitesimal impact.

Addressing the socio-economic root causes of kidnapping, the Nigerian gov-
ernment has prioritized economic empowerment and various youth development 
initiatives in vulnerable communities, especially within the identified kidnapping 
hotspots. Governments, especially at the subnational level, have initiated different 
vocational training, entrepreneurship support, and employment opportunities for 
unemployed youths. These programs aim to reduce the susceptibility of young peo-
ple to criminal activities, including kidnapping. One of the initiatives developed is 
the Nigerian Youth Investment Fund (NYIF) under the auspices of the Central Bank 
of Nigeria, as a key component of the Nigerian Youth Employment Action Plan. 
The program is aimed at generating half-a-million jobs within three years across the 
entire country. It was designed with youth-centric schemes launched to empower 
young Nigerians and mitigate the allure of criminality.

The Nigerian government, at the local and state levels, has also implemented 
community engagement programs and public awareness campaigns in various 
forms, including the use of local languages, to mobilize citizens against this crime. 
These initiatives aim to empower local communities to identify and report suspi-
cious activities, foster trust and collaboration between communities and law enforce-
ment agencies, and promote vigilance and security consciousness among citizens. 
One clear example of such initiatives is the NSCDC (Nigerian Security and Civil 
Defence Corps). Community policing strategies, such as neighbourhood watch 
groups, community patrols, and specific youth groups, have been introduced to 
enhance grassroots security and intelligence gathering (Otu et al., 2021).

Given the transnational nature of kidnapping syndicates, especially those involv-
ing terror groups, the Nigerian government has intensified efforts to secure its bor-
ders and enhance cooperation with neighbouring countries to prevent cross-border 
criminal activities. This includes deploying additional security personnel, installing 
military surveillance equipment, and establishing joint border patrols along Nige-
ria’s porous borders (Otu et al., 2021; Ugwuoke et al., 2023). Furthermore, bilateral 
and multilateral agreements on security cooperation and intelligence sharing have 
been forged with neighbouring countries to disrupt the operations of such transna-
tional kidnapping networks (Aminu & Mustafa, 2020; Ejiofor, 2022; Enenche, 2021; 
Odia, 2023).
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One decisive measure undertaken by the Nigerian government involves enhanc-
ing the capacity and effectiveness of law enforcement agencies in combating kid-
napping. This includes providing specialized training, equipping security person-
nel with modern technology, and increasing surveillance and intelligence-gathering 
capabilities. According to Ajiboye (2023), the government has allocated significant 
resources to the Nigerian Police Force (NPF) and other security agencies to enhance 
their operational capacity in combating kidnapping. Furthermore, collaborative 
efforts between Nigerian security agencies and international partners have been ini-
tiated to improve information sharing and coordination in combating transnational 
kidnapping syndicates (Ugwuoke et al., 2023).

Theoretical framework of kidnapping in Nigeria

By the nature of its occurrence, the complexity of kidnapping in Nigeria requires a 
multiplicity of analyses. For this reason, this study presents a general discussion of 
the prime theories that formed the basis of occurrence of kidnapping in Nigeria and 
it concludes with a derived conceptualization of its occurrence. Kidnapping, with its 
intricate social dynamics, diverse motivations, and far-reaching consequences, has 
been extensively studied, resulting in a broad body of knowledge. Table 1 provides 
a succinct enlistment and elucidation of the top theories that formed that building 
block of comprehending the occurrence of kidnapping from the perspective of social 
sciences as well as recent epistemological applications of each of the framework per 
recent studies in Nigeria.

The foremost anomie aetiology theory developed by the French sociologist Emile 
Durkheim in 1897 heralded these frameworks. It argued that every society fashions 
its own variety of crimes, criminals and by extension the geometry of criminality. 
Normlessness and moral confusion could be the consequences when individuals face 
a disconnection from societal norms, goals, and values. Social disorganization there-
fore is as a result of social inconsistency with established norm with escalation of 
deviant conduct at the individual space. Egbegi and Ajah (2018), Agba and Zubairu 
(2021), Bello (2021), and Madubuike and Dimnnajiego (2023) showed that this the-
ory is relevant to Nigeria. These were mainly based on factors especially perceived 
lack of legitimate opportunities, stress of desperation which prompted the resulting 
to kidnapping to attain economic goals when conventional paths seem unattainable, 
and embolden to act outside of legal means due to perceived breakdown in social 
controls were identified as triggers of kidnapping by these studies.

The end means theory/strain theory, developed by Merton (1938), trumps ano-
mie theory as it centres on the strain caused by a disjunction between cultural goals 
and the legitimate means available to achieve them. Both theories share a common 
thread in examining strain’s role in shaping deviant behaviour, but they differ in their 
emphasis on means-ends disparities. A couple of studies (Egbegi & Ajah, 2018; 
Odia, 2023; Okoli & Agada, 2014; Olusa et al., 2023; Onuoha & Okolie-Osemene, 
2019) have applied this theory to the kidnapping crime in Nigeria. The findings 
of these shows that the high prevalence of unemployment, poverty, and inequality 
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creates a strain on individuals, prompting some to resort to kidnapping as an alterna-
tive means to achieve societal goals, such as financial success or social status.

Individuals engage in deviant behaviour when experiencing negative emotions 
resulting from strain or stress. When such strain arises from failure to achieve posi-
tively valued goals, individuals may resort to the occurrence of deviant behaviour/
criminal activities as a coping mechanism in response to economic hardships, 
social injustices, or personal grievances. This constitutes the general strain the-
ory of Agnew (1992). Recent studies by Tukur et al. (2020), Oludare et al (2021), 
Bello (2021), Nwosu et al (2023), and Okeke et al. (2023) applied this framework 
to understand the dynamics of kidnapping in Nigeria. A related theory is the insti-
tutional anomie theory (Messner & Rosenfeld, 1994) that focussed on the pursuit 
of economic dominance on cultural values has been utilised by Agba and Zubairu 
(2021), Oludare et al (2021), Akinbobola (2022), Garpiya (2022), Nwabueze et al 
(2022), in recent studies on kidnapping in Nigeria.

The conflict theory/political led by Marx and Engels (1848), Marx (1867) pro-
vide a classical social scientific lens to comprehend kidnapping in the context of 
socio-economic disparities and power struggles. The theory hypothesizes that capi-
talist societies perpetuate social inequality, with the ruling bourgeoisie exploiting 
the proletariat. Recent literature by Otu (2003), Iwarimie-Jaja (2003), Agri and Agri 
(2020), Aminu and Mustafa (2020), Nnam and Ordu (2020a, b), Ogini (2020), and 
Okoro (2022) argued that disequilibrium power structures between the haves and the 
have-nots in Nigeria creates a deviant behaviour with certain proletarians who sees 
kidnapping as a means of economic survival.

The fraud triangle theory which is originally a white-collar crime-based frame-
work for studying financial crimes finds sociological expression in kidnapping. Pio-
neered by Cressey (1973a, 1973b), the theory applied the tripod of pressure, oppor-
tunity, and rationalization within the context of abduction. As shown in Table  1, 
there exists a large-gap in studies that applied this theory within the Nigerian con-
text with Otu and Nnam (2018) and Ejirefe and Egwuaba (2023) as the only avail-
able examples. These studies however argued that the undercurrent and motivations 
for kidnapping are social discontent, vulnerable security network (weak law enforce-
ment), and regional economic disparities.

Other theories such as routine activity theory (Felson & Cohen, 1979), social 
learning theory (Bandura, 1977), labelling theory (Lemert (1974), victimological 
theory (Mendelsohn, 1956), constitutive theory (Austin, 1975; Chambliss, 1975), 
symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969; Goffman, 1959), rational choice theory 
(Becker, 1968) have been developed overtime as sociological enterprises which 
tried to theorise the background drivers of kidnapping across the world. Table  1 
also presents the recent studies that adopted and adapted these frameworks to the 
Nigerian situation. The multi-theoretical approach used in this study presents a cou-
ple of insights to comprehend kidnapping especially from the social science view-
point. It fosters a holistic understanding of the problem, accommodates the dynamic 
nature of the phenomenon, draws upon cross-disciplinary insights, ensures con-
textual relevance, conducts a comprehensive causal analysis, promotes empirical 
rigor, and increases practical applicability. This approach reflects the complexity of 
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kidnapping, offering a robust foundation for both theoretical advancement and effec-
tive real-world interventions.

Synthesis of theories: developing a conceptual framework

Relying upon the synthesis of the afore-discussed theories, it is obvious that com-
prehending kidnapping as a sociological intensified crime takes a deconstruction 
and reconstruction of concepts from the perspective of synthesisation. That is, there 
needs to be a convergence of ontologies and theories in a conceptualized manner.

This framework integrates various factors that contribute to the phenomenon, 
providing a nuanced understanding of its origins and manifestations. In this discus-
sion, we explore the development of a conceptual framework that considers geo-
graphic factors, cultural practices of human sacrifice, religious extremism, location 
influence, political-economic instability, arms trafficking, and economic downturn 
as key elements shaping the landscape of kidnapping in Nigeria.

As displayed in Fig.  3, socioeconomic kidnapping trumps the two as it is 
expressed by eight connected drivers. Simply, socioeconomic kidnapping springs 
from profound economic disparities, exploiting the vulnerable amid financial pre-
carity. Driven by income inequality, unemployment, and limited access to resources, 
individuals resort to abduction as a desperate means to address pressing financial 
grievances/perceived limited economic opportunities. This criminal manifestation 
often thrives in the shadows of economic misfortunes, cum educational disparities, 
reflecting a societal tapestry where economic desperation becomes a catalyst for 

Fig. 3  Conceptual framework of kidnapping in Nigeria which synthesizes the kidnapping typologies, and 
their internetworked and intertwined triggers. This framework fuses the inherent multifaceted dimen-
sions (social and environmental dynamics) that drives kidnapping with red colour indicating the poly-
networked triggers and the blue indicates mono-networked triggers
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criminal opportunism. Within the context of Nigeria, as revealed by the series of 
recent literature on the ranging abductions especially kidnap-for-ransom, the occur-
rence of socioeconomic kidnapping is motivated by weak law enforcement, corrup-
tion, wealth inequality, gross illiteracy/ignorance, intensified unemployment, pov-
erty, location of certain persons, social decadence, and organized crime.

Closely connected to socioeconomic kidnapping is the quasi-mirror image 
expressed as political kidnapping. In this context, political kidnapping manifests as a 
deliberate strategy wielded by persons or groups seeking to advance political agen-
das, attain power, or voice dissent to prevailing government policies or as a mech-
anism to drive government attention to certain areas of neglect. Deeply rooted in 
sociopolitical instability, it often targets political figures, their families, or individu-
als affiliated with opposing ideologies. It can also extend to abduction of expatriate 
staff of corporations that contributes the lion share of national income Perpetrators 
exploit the tumultuous landscape of political strife, aiming to instill fear, coerce con-
cessions, or sway political decisions. This form of kidnapping entwines with power 
struggles, ideological conflicts, and the pursuit of political dominance, reflecting a 
volatile intersection where criminal acts become intertwined with political aspira-
tions and societal discord. It is a direct reflect of power contestations treatise by the 
conflict theory/political economy pioneered by Karl Marx. Political kidnapping is 
stimulated by poverty and unemployment, which is rife in Nigeria. Political instabil-
ity, weak law enforcement, social decadence are other drivers.

Ritual kidnapping is a socially intricate phenomenon that is interwoven with cul-
tural, religious, and traditional practices. It is often rooted in symbolic significance 
and sacred practices. This form of abduction transcends mere criminality, delving 
into the realms of ancient rituals, ceremonies, or mystical beliefs. Perpetrators may 
adhere to archaic customs that involve the abduction of individuals for sacrificial 
rites, appeasement of deities, or fulfillment of spiritual obligations. Ritualistic kid-
nappings are deeply ingrained in cultural traditions and frequently stem from myths, 
folklore, or religious teachings and specific actions to attain spiritual objectives. 
Misorientation especially from local customary practices which generates issues 
regarding gender, discrimination and norms are key drivers to the occurrence of this 
form of kidnapping. In societies where strong patriarchy subsists, women are often 
barred from certain practices and when they accidentally encounter such uncom-
mon practices such could become abducted for rituals. This scenario also applies to 
strangers who are unexpected to witness such event. In some parts of Nigeria, these 
practices are still in vogue in this twenty-first century.

Notably, in the description of these kidnapping typologies is the intertwined 
impact of drivers. As shown in Fig. 3, there are two categories of these drivers based 
on their strength to stimulate a particular type of kidnapping. At the first layer is 
the drivers that are singularly causal. That is, they contribute to no other typology 
but one. Examples include wealth inequality, religion, local influence and illit-
eracy/ignorance stimulating socioeconomic kidnapping, while political instability, 
weak rule of law and arms trafficking are single-layered factors stimulating politi-
cal kidnapping. The factors driving ritual kidnapping are mainly single layered. At 
the next upper layer is corruption, weak law enforcement, unemployment, poverty, 
social decadence and organized crime jointly driving the occurrence of political and 
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socioeconomic kidnappings. These explains the convoluted nature of kidnappings 
in Nigeria such that specific social and economic indicators development challenges 
often lead to the occurrence of social ills and organized crimes such as kidnapping. 
With Nigeria facing one of the grievous socioeconomic challenges in history, the 
indicators to tackle to reverse the trend having been crystalized in this study.

Conclusion and policy implications

Kidnapping, as a sociological challenge in Nigeria, is multifaceted and complex, 
requiring a nuanced and comprehensive approach for effective mitigation. This study 
seeks to understand the trend and pattern of kidnapping occurrence and progres-
sion from the precolonial era to the contemporary epoch. It analyses the factors that 
trigger kidnapping, including undercurrents, remote causes, and immediate factors. 
Furthermore, the study examines the kidnapping economy, highlighting the role of 
ransom payments and the inefficiency of existing laws and crime-prevention meas-
ures in facilitating the booming transaction of kidnappings in Nigeria. The analy-
sis of kidnapping trends over the past decade reveals a nationwide phenomenon, 
with notable hotspots, particularly in the northern region of the country. The study 
evaluates government efforts to address kidnapping across various layers, identify-
ing gaps resulting from a lack of integration and coherence between citizens and 
existing counter-kidnapping measures. Finally, this study re-evaluates the theoreti-
cal framework of kidnapping across sociological epistemologies. It explores theo-
ries ranging from Durkheim’s anomie aetiology to routine activity theory, symbolic 
interactionism, and rational choice theory. By synthesizing these theories, the study 
develops a conceptual framework that explains kidnapping occurrences in Nigeria 
through a fusion of factors categorized into a triad of trigger factors.

Through the fused conceptual framework, several policy realignments can be 
implemented across government and governance structures to effectively address 
the emergence of kidnapping in Nigeria. Strengthening law enforcement and judicial 
systems is paramount, considering the multidimensional nature of the issue. This 
entails enhancing the capacity of law enforcement agencies to promptly and effec-
tively investigate and prosecute kidnapping cases. To achieve this, the Nigeria Police 
Force should undergo significant strengthening and enhancement. Strategic polic-
ing should be decentralized and disaggregated from the national to the subnational 
and community levels. This decentralized approach will facilitate a more targeted 
response to kidnapping at the local level. Additionally, adequate resources and train-
ing must be provided to law enforcement agencies to effectively combat organized 
crime syndicates involved in kidnapping. A review of existing policing protocols 
is imperative to ensure they are adapted to the evolving nature of kidnapping. Fur-
thermore, judicial reforms are necessary to expedite the trial process and ensure 
swift justice for kidnapping offenders. Delays in the judicial process can undermine 
efforts to deter kidnapping and provide justice to victims and their families. There-
fore, implementing reforms that streamline legal procedures and prioritize kidnap-
ping cases can contribute significantly to mitigating the prevalence of kidnapping in 
Nigeria.
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The identified socioeconomic precursors must be diligently addressed through 
a comprehensive approach. This entails implementing poverty alleviation pro-
grams and promoting inclusive economic growth to mitigate socioeconomic 
inequalities that serve as drivers of kidnapping. Targeted efforts to address pov-
erty, unemployment, and underemployment, particularly in high-risk communi-
ties, are essential. Moreover, enhancing access to education, skills training, and 
employment opportunities can deter youth involvement in criminal activities. It 
is imperative to adapt existing measures to address local realities and develop 
social welfare programs to support vulnerable populations affected by kidnap-
ping, providing both financial and non-financial assistance such as counselling 
and rehabilitation services.

In addition, the current political landscape in Nigeria requires strengthening 
to address grievances fuelling political kidnapping. This involves reinforcing 
democratic institutions and promoting good governance to combat corruption, 
electoral fraud, and human rights abuses. Dialogue and reconciliation processes 
should be institutionalized to mitigate political tensions and prevent the escala-
tion of violence leading to kidnapping incidents. Furthermore, enhancing secu-
rity measures during political events, including elections and public rallies, is 
crucial to deter kidnapping attempts targeting political figures and activists. 
These multifaceted efforts are essential for addressing the root causes and man-
ifestations of kidnapping in Nigeria, promoting security, stability, and prosper-
ity in the country.

It is critical to address religious fanaticism and cultural traditions that encourage 
criminal activity. It requires a nationwide approach that includes community out-
reach programs and awareness campaigns to counter cultural behaviours that sup-
port ritual kidnapping, such as charges of witchcraft and human sacrifice. Making 
these initiatives a priority is essential. In order to combat religious extremism and 
stop religion from being used as a tool for kidnapping, policy-based initiatives to 
promote interfaith discussion and tolerance are crucial for states that identify as sec-
ular. It is essential to work with traditional and religious organizations to denounce 
and stop ceremonial behaviours related to kidnapping. This cooperative strategy 
strengthens social cohesiveness and security while building community resilience to 
similar occurrences.

Responding to the complex issue of kidnapping in Nigeria necessitates a 
thorough and organized effort. The integration of efforts from multiple areas, 
including as law enforcement, socioeconomic growth, political change, and 
cultural awareness, is vital for this approach. A comprehensive strategy like 
this should involve involvement from all levels of government, law enforce-
ment, civil society organizations, and other relevant parties. In order to 
effectively collaborate in reducing the incidence and impact of abduction, 
stakeholders should build a conceptual framework that takes these policy 
implications into consideration. The ultimate goal of this coordinated effort is 
to improve Nigeria’s security, stability, and prosperity while creating a society 
that is safer and more resilient for all.
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