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ABSTRACT 

Radicalization remains one of the tools used to recruit members into violent extremists and terrorist 

groups like Boko Haram. This paper considered the socioeconomic drivers of radicalization and their 

implications for counter-terrorism strategies in Nigeria. The study was anchored on the relative 

deprivation theory which observed that radicalization is possible because a larger percentage of the 

population lives in deprivation and are marginalized from mainstream societal resources. The study relied 

on secondary literature and review of the contents of the literature as its methodology. The study observed 

that significant factors that contribute to the recruitment and retention of people in organizations like 

Boko Haram and the Islamic State in West Africa Province (ISWAP), including economic disparities, 

social marginalization, and perceptions of injustice. It is evident that addressing these root reasons is 

essential for counter-radicalization efforts to be successful. It is insufficient to focus solely on military 

solutions or intellectual arguments without addressing the socioeconomic issues that foster radical 

attitudes. The study recommended that to address the challenges of radicalization, government must 

develop and implement targeted programs aimed at resolving the underlying socioeconomic grievances 

that give rise to extremism. This include initiatives to alleviate poverty, create jobs, offer vocational 

training, and increase educational opportunities, particularly in impoverished areas where extremist 

recruitment is most likely to take place. Government must also promote inclusive governance structures 

that address grievances, promote social cohesion, and boost public trust in the government. This could 

include systems of accountability and openness, decentralization of power, and increased involvement of 

marginalized groups in decision-making processes. To make communities more resilient to violent 

extremism, support initiatives that empower local leaders, promote interfaith dialogue, and aid in 

grassroots peacebuilding and conflict resolution initiatives. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Nigeria, its neighbors, and international efforts to combat terrorism now face significant security 

challenges due to the rise of violent extremist groups like Boko Haram and the Islamic State in West 

Africa Province (ISWAP), as well as banditry and other non-state actors (Adebayo, 2019). These groups 

have carried out several attacks against citizens, government structures, and security personnel, resulting 

in numerous casualties and population displacement (Ibrahim, 2018). 

Understanding the different processes that lead to these violent extremist groups’ radicalizations is 

essential to creating effective strategies to stop and offset their influence. The complicated phenomenon 

of radicalization into violent extremism involves ideological, social, political, and economic factors 

(Hassan, 2020). In North East Nigeria, where Boko Haram and ISWAP are highly prevalent, 
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socioeconomic disparities and grievances play a significant role in recruitment and mobilization (Ojebode 

& Odufowokan, 2017). The region has traditionally been overlooked in terms of economic progress 

because of high unemployment, poverty, and restricted access to basic amenities like healthcare and 

education (Olaniyan & Adesina, 2017). Poverty and economic distress are often cited as the main reasons 

of radicalization because people who are experiencing financial difficulties may be more susceptible to 

extremist narratives that offer a sense of purpose, belonging, and financial support (Aworawo, 2018).  

In order to attract new members, Boko Haram and ISWAP take advantage of the dearth of economic 

opportunities in North East Nigeria by providing financial incentives such salaries and looted goods 

(Aghedo & Osumah, 2017). Additionally, the disruption of conventional livelihoods caused by fighting 

and displacement exacerbates economic desperation and makes an individual more susceptible to 

recruitment by violent extremist groups (Yahaya & Idris, 2019). In North East Nigeria, perceived injustice 

and socioeconomic marginalization also have a big impact on radicalization (Akinola, 2018). Many 

communities in the region are marginalized and neglected by the central government, which intensifies 

feelings of alienation and hostility (Yakubu, 2020). Complaints about corruption, human rights abuses, 

and a lack of political representation feed people's sense of unfairness and make them more prone to 

extremism. 

Right now, radicalization-related insurgency and terrorist activity pose the greatest threat to Nigeria's 

national security. Radical terrorism garnered international prominence in 2009 as Boko Haram exploited 

Nigeria's large ungoverned area and open borders. The group grew from a minor insurgent group to a 

formidable force capable of carrying out international attacks inside the Lake Chad region in a short of 

years (Oluwole, 2021). The United Nations High Commission for Refugees reports that the Boko Haram 

insurgency in the countries around Lake Chad has killed over 200,000 people (UNHCR: 2019). Over 2 

million people have become refugees, 24 million are internally displaced, and seven million require 

emergency humanitarian assistance. Furthermore, in recent years, the group has carried out several 

damaging attacks that have caused substantial population displacement, food insecurity, breaches of 

human rights, and property and human casualties. Furthermore, the violence has caused over $9 billion in 

damages and over 75,000 orphans. (Onuoha & Okafor, 2019; Onuoha, Nwangwu, & Ugwueze, 2020).  

Active counterterrorism measures are required to restore peace and security in Nigeria since, since the 

Boko Haram crisis, several other terrorist groups and bandits have banded together and continued to cause 

catastrophic harm to the Nigerian state. Nonetheless, the UNDP and the World Bank emphasize conflict 

prevention through their comprehension and management of economic, political, and social processes 

(United Nations & World Bank, 2018). This study assesses the socioeconomic elements that lead to 

radicalization and their impact on Nigeria's counterterrorism strategies using this perspective. 

Purpose of Study 

The study is aimed at assessing the Socioeconomic drivers of radicalization and their implications for 

counter-terrorism strategies in Nigeria. The specific objectives of the study are to: 

1. Assess the Socioeconomic drivers of radicalization in Nigeria 

2. Understand counter-terrorism strategies and its effect on national security. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The approach of the study is content analysis of secondary data, and similar evidence and viewpoints are 

inferred as main data for the study through the empirical review. Secondary sources, such as scholarly 

literature, reports from governmental and non-governmental organizations, media sources, and other 

pertinent documents, serve as the study's main source of data. Examining current information and 

understanding of the socioeconomic factors influencing radicalization in Nigeria is made possible by 

secondary data analysis. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

The social constituency of women and young people is the main topic of this article, along with the 

justifications for using these groups as a starting point for confronting violent extremism. It refers to the 

ways in which certain socioeconomic factors may support susceptibility to violent extremism. The most 
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popular theoretical framework for explaining the reasons behind the Boko Haram insurgency is relative 

deprivation, which describes how a person or community feels unhappy when denied an entitlement 

(Walker & Smith, 2001). This has been found to be a trigger for violent extremism when linked to higher 

levels of poverty and inequality in the North, especially when contrasted with the South. In fact, former 

Boko Haram commander Mohammed Yusuf noted the importance of "conspicuous consumption and 

opulence of the Western educated elite" in the face of acute poverty (Mustapha, 2014).  

Bjorgo (2005) has closely examined complicated discussions about the root causes of terrorism and 

violent extremism, including poverty. Relative deprivation, the impact of macro-level political and 

economic dynamics on different societal segments, factors that encourage violence participation, 

motivational factors based on the interaction of structural factors with group (and individual) responses, 

and triggering causes involving events and occurrences that cause violent reactions are some of the 

structural causes and factors covered in this work. 

In their discussion of the concept of frustration-violence, Breuer and Elson (2017) draw attention to 

cognitivist perspectives that express annoyance at unfulfilled goals and delayed, reduced, or removed 

rewards, which can subsequently result in aggression. "Severe economic recessions, a lack of or restricted 

access to resources, or systematic and/or institutional discrimination against certain groups" are some of 

the circumstances in which societal (as well as individual) frustrations can be expressed, according to 

Breuer and Elson (2017). There are clear similarities with the logic of relative deprivation, especially 

when taking societal dynamics into account.  

Relative deprivation focuses on relative, as opposed to absolute, measures of economic, political, or social 

deprivation. Crucially, the idea of relative impoverishment is based on perceptions. Gurr (2011) builds on 

the logic of frustration-aggression by analyzing relative deprivation as a potential trigger for communal 

violence based on its intensity or depth, with an emphasis on societal dynamics. As mentioned before, in 

this instance, the logic of deprivation is connected to the idea of attainable goals. The disparity between 

what is expected, or value expectations, which are linked to what people feel they are entitled to, and 

what is believed to be feasible, or value capabilities, is specifically how Gurr (2011) defines relative 

deprivation. There is some overlap between the idea of goals from the theory of frustration-aggression 

and relative deprivation values (Gurr, 2011).  

These theories have been used to explain the causes of conflict in a number of contexts, including 

Nigeria. To support their findings about the fundamental causes of the Boko Haram conflict, Ogunrotifa 

(2013), Adelaja, Labo, and Penar (2018), and Tayimlong (2020) draw on elements and variants of the 

theories of relative deprivation and frustration-aggression. Additionally, people believe that experiencing 

financial difficulties makes them more likely to use violence as a means of expressing their anger, which 

confirms the findings of other studies such as Ewi and Salifu (2017). These contributions have advanced 

our understanding of the motivations behind the extreme activities of various populations, including 

women and youth. They support claims about the significance of poverty as an analytical lens for 

understanding and interpreting violent conflict from a range of theoretical, conceptual, and empirical 

viewpoints. Additionally, Piazza (2011) highlights the significance of research that takes poverty and 

relative economic hardship into account when identifying the root causes of violent extremism. 

 

Literature Review 

Socioeconomic Drivers of Radicalization in Nigeria 

The most persistent discussions about the underlying causes of radicalization towards insurgency have 

focused on socioeconomic factors like poverty and (un/under) employment. Studies like Botha and Abdile 

(2017) contend that because poverty is impacted by a number of other variables, it cannot be seen as the 

sole, major cause of violent extremism. Some argue that focus needs to extend beyond individual 

situations. Mustapha and Meagher (2020) challenge the claim that poverty did not play a significant role 

in the formation of Boko Haram. They argue that poverty should be seen more broadly than merely 

individual misery, with special attention to group marginalization, which is influenced by both human 

desires and macroeconomic disparities. This demand for collective consciousness is addressed in this 

article.  
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When looking at how youth (un)employment problems (and their connections to poverty) affect the 

challenges of radicalization, Botha and Abdile (2017) argue that young people are vulnerable to 

recruitment because of the employment opportunities offered by insurgency and extremism. To explain 

the youth constituency's engagement in the insurgency, Adelaja et al. (2018) conducted a public opinion 

poll in communities affected by conflict regarding the motivations and root causes of terrorism. They 

learn that there is a widespread perception that bandits and members of terrorist groups like Boko Haram 

are typically jobless and are motivated to join due to financial hardships and poverty. 

A recurrent theme in the literature is the significance of socioeconomic marginalization and hardship as 

significant factors of radicalization (Omeje, 2016). Economic hardship, unemployment, and poverty 

create an environment that is favorable to the recruitment of violent extremist groups, according to 

numerous studies (Omotola, 2013). In North East Nigeria, where poverty rates are high and economic 

growth is limited, disgruntled youth often see joining extremist groups as a means of achieving social 

mobility and economic empowerment (Omotola, 2018). 

Additionally, economic disparity exacerbates feelings of injustice and isolation, feeding grievances that 

extremist recruiters use to gain support (Mkanda, 2020). Education or lack thereof, is another significant 

element in the radicalization process. Radicalization has been linked to both limited access to high-quality 

education and the infiltration of extremists into educational institutions (NdlovuGatsheni & Moyo, 2013). 

For instance, many young people in North East Nigeria lack access to education due to conflict-related 

disruptions and extremist organizations' deliberate targeting of schools, leaving them vulnerable to 

recruitment (Obasi, 2019). Additionally, by leveraging educational institutions to propagate their 

ideologies, extremist groups often indoctrinate young children with radical viewpoints (Omeje, 2017).  

Furthermore, social isolation and perceived discrimination based on political affiliation, religion, or 

ethnicity intensify feelings of anger and alienation, leading individuals to become radicalized 

(Adebowale, 2015). In Nigeria, where sectarian violence and ethno-religious disputes are prevalent, 

extremist groups employ identity-based grievances to mobilize support and foster a sense of belonging 

among vulnerable people (Adamu, 2018). This feeling of alienation is exacerbated by government 

measures perceived as oppressive or discriminating, which further isolate vulnerable populations and 

promote radicalization (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2016). In addition to socioeconomic factors, the literature 

highlights how political grievances and state repression fuel radicalization in areas like North East and 

South East Nigeria (Agbiboa, 2017). Years of political turmoil, corruption, and bad governance have 

fostered extremist ideologies and undermined popular trust in state institutions (Agbiboa, 2017). The 

incapacity of the Nigerian government to offer adequate governance, security, and settlement of these 

grievances has given rise to extremist groups that promise to use violence to address fundamental 

sociopolitical issues (Obi, 2014).  

The ideological and religious narratives that extremist groups promote interact with and are often 

reinforced by socioeconomic factors, even though these factors play a significant role in radicalization 

(Bartels, 2018). Because they provide marginalized individuals who feel isolated from society with a 

sense of identity, purpose, and belonging, extremist ideologies are alluring (Agbiboa & Akinola, 2016). 

Thus, addressing the socioeconomic factors that contribute to radicalization requires a multifaceted 

approach that combines efforts to dispel extremist narratives and promote social inclusion and cohesion 

with economic development initiatives (Mkanda, 2021). 

Counter-Terrorism Strategies and its Effect on National Security 

Nigeria's high rate of terrorism and armed banditry, as well as the resulting effects on national security, 

have prompted the federal and state governments to enact several policies aimed at reducing the threat. 

The federal government's joint military operations, the use of investigative committees, the signing of a 

peace treaty, and talks between some state governments and the bandits are a few examples of these 

measures. For clarity, "The Non-Military Response" and "Military Operations Intervention" will be used 

to refer to these actions. 

The Non-Military Response to Terrorism in Northwest Zone 

In response to the threat posed by the armed bandits' frequent violent attacks on rural communities and 

villages throughout the northwest, a number of governments, including those in Zamfara, Katsina, and 
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Sokoto, provided funding for peace programs. For example, the Katsina State government launched an 

amnesty program in 2016 as part of a peace initiative. The peace project aimed to disarm, demobilize, and 

reintegrate (DDR) "repentant bandits" into society. The initiative's outstanding efforts were 

acknowledged. Many ranchers and bandits were convinced in 2018 to surrender their firearms to the state 

government in exchange for amnesty.  

The momentum was not maintained, nevertheless, as more serious cases of kidnapping, armed banditry, 

and other associated crimes surfaced that same year (WANEP, 2018). However, a significant weapons 

destruction and withdrawal program was drawn to the campaign, and more than 6,000 manufactured rifles 

were destroyed. Due to the program's poor effectiveness, the governments of Katsina, Sokoto, and 

Zamfara states established an amnesty and discussion committee in July 2019 to determine the best way 

to combat banditry in their respective areas. As part of the negotiated agreement, the affected State 

Governments began the process of releasing the supposed "reformed bandits" who were in their custody. 

In exchange for the bandits surrendering their weapons and releasing the detainees, they provided social 

amenities, rehabilitation, and assistance in reintegrating the bandits into their communities (WANEP, 

2018). Alhaji Aminu Masari, the former governor of Katsina State, denounced any attempts to negotiate 

with the state's bandits because it seemed that the program had accomplished the opposite of the intended 

goals—that is, it seemed to have given the bandits more confidence rather than discouraging them from 

committing crimes (Thisday Report, 2020). The former governor of Zamfara state, on the other hand, 

stated that despite all the challenges, his administration would keep negotiating with the bandits since, in 

his view, this was the only workable solution to the region's current state of insecurity (The Daily Times, 

2020). 

Military Response/Operations  

The federal government of Nigeria has conducted several military operations and combined security 

operations against banditry in the Northwest since it is the only level of government with authority over 

the military and other coercive apparatuses. Some of the operations were conducted by the military alone, 

while others were conducted in cooperation with the Nigerian Security and Civil Defence Corps, the 

Department of State Security, the police, and local vigilante groups in various states. This category 

includes operations:  

Operation Diran Mikiya: is a combined military operation that includes the land fire support of the 

Nigerian Army (NA) and the operational airpower of the Nigerian Air Force (NAF). It was debuted by the 

Nigerian Air Force in July 2018. It operated from of Katsina's Umaru Musa Yar'Adua Airport, with 

airstrikes targeting other wooded areas in Kaduna and Sokoto (NAN, 31 July 2018).  

Operation Sharan Daji: began in 2015 and was revised in 2018, involved the Nigerian Army, Air Force, 

Police, DSS, NIA, DIA, and NSCDC in addition to local vigilantes. It operates in the states of Katsina 

and Zamfara.  

Operation Hadarin Daji: This is the continuation and reformation of Operation Sharan Daji. The 

success of Operation Sharan Daji led to its emergence. It was initiated in 2019 to resurrect its anti-

banditry activities in the Northwest.  

Operation Thunder Strike: Operation Thunder Strike was initiated to eliminate kidnapping and banditry 

along the Kaduna-Abuja axis. In 2019, Defense Headquarters introduced it. To manage the security 

situation, it is in charge of coordinating and rearranging the existing security arrangements along the rail 

line and axis.  

Operation Accord: President Muhammadu Buhari declared the establishment of Operation Accord in 

June 2020 in reaction to the worsening security situation in Kaduna State (Premium Times, 2020). It is an 

Army and Air team task force that collaborates with local vigilantes and law enforcement. Its main goal is 

to track down and expel bandits from their bases in the five most unstable states: Kaduna, Katsina, Niger, 

Sokoto, and Zamfara (Ayandele, 2021).  

Operation Sahel Sanity: Lt Gen Tukur Yusuf Buratai, the then-Chief of Army Staff (COAS), launched 

Operation Sahel Sanity in July 2020 to aid in the operations of Operation Hadarin Daji. Its headquarters 

and operational base are in the newly established Nigerian Army Super Camp IV in Faskari, Katsina 

State. It started as a military exercise and developed into a full-scale conflict. The target states are the 
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states of Katsina, Kaduna, Zamfara, Kebbi, Sokoto, and Niger. The operation was initially set to terminate 

on December 31, 2020, but due to its success, it was prolonged until 2021 so that the soldiers could 

continue to build on their previous achievements.  

Puff Adder I and II operations: The goal of this police operation was to stop banditry on the Abuja-

Kaduna Road and along the highways in the states of Katina, Kogi, Niger, and Zamfara. It was 

implemented in April 2019 by former Inspector of Police Mohammed Adamu in the Katari Bishin District 

of the Abuja-Kaduna Express, where kidnapping cases were common. The attempt is being supported by 

DSS and the military (Thisday, 2021).  

In February 2021, PUFF-ADDER II was unveiled to replace PUFF-ADDER I, which was coming to an 

end. Eliminating armed banditry in the Northwest and North Central is the aim of the operation. It is 

important to keep in mind that in 2017, President Buhari gave the military orders to put down robbers. To 

assist the military in carrying out its responsibilities, the President authorized the deployment of a full 

Special Forces unit in Zamfara State and the operationalization of a new Order of Battle (ORBAT) to be 

situated in the recently established 8 Division of the Nigerian Army in Sokoto. He also oversaw the 

movement of the Nigerian Army's 1 Brigade from Sokoto to Gusau, Zamfara State, at the beginning of the 

8 Division. The first joint operation was code-named Operation 207 Quick Response. The fact that 

banditry and related crimes are still more common and violent in the Northwest despite all the efforts to 

eradicate them shows that the operation has not been successful. Many of the affected areas reportedly 

remained abandoned because local security forces had the means to fight banditry, and some evacuees 

were afraid to return due to a lack of confidence and concern that attacks would resume.  

The federal government's present use of military raids and reconnaissance in its counter-banditry program 

is commendable and honorable. However, due in part to operational challenges resulting from a lack of 

topographical knowledge, it has not provided the expected alleviation. Local vigilantes and community 

watch groups have grown in importance due to their enhanced geographic competence. 

Implications of Drivers of Radicalization on Counter-Terrorism 

Understanding the socioeconomic factors that lead to radicalization into violent extremist groups in 

northeastern Nigeria is essential for policymakers, practitioners, and stakeholders involved in countering 

violent extremism (CVE) activities. This section discusses the policy and practice implications of the 

study's findings, with a focus on targeted interventions and programs designed to address the identified 

drivers of radicalization. First and foremost, addressing the widespread poverty and economic disparity in 

the area is necessary to prevent radicalization in northeastern Nigeria. Other research has found that 

socioeconomic marginalization and a lack of job opportunities facilitate extremist recruiters' ability to 

exploit vulnerable individuals (Smith, 2017; Ahmed et al., 2019).  

Policymakers should therefore prioritize initiatives that promote fair economic growth, job creation, and 

poverty reduction in the region. This may mean providing funds for the development of small-scale 

businesses, vocational training programs, and infrastructure that are tailored to the needs of local 

communities (Awosusi et al., 2020). Addressing the root causes of underemployment and unemployment 

is also necessary to lessen the appeal of violent extremist ideology. Interventions that expand access to 

education and skill development, particularly for youth, can improve socioeconomic resilience and 

empower individuals to resist extremist recruitment efforts (Funk, 2018; Oyedemi, 2021). This can mean 

providing scholarships, expanding educational infrastructure, and increasing vocational training in high-

risk locations. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study has shed light on the complex relationships between socioeconomic factors that contribute to 

radicalization into violent extremist groups in Nigeria. Through a careful examination of the corpus of 

existing literature, empirical findings, and case studies, the study identified significant factors that 

contribute to the recruitment and retention of people in organizations like Boko Haram and the Islamic 

State in West Africa Province (ISWAP), including economic disparities, social marginalization, and 

perceptions of injustice. It is evident that addressing these root reasons is essential for counter-

radicalization efforts to be successful. It is insufficient to focus solely on military solutions or intellectual 
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arguments without addressing the socioeconomic issues that foster radical attitudes. Adopting 

comprehensive policies that integrate socioeconomic growth, education, governance, and community 

participation strategies is so crucial. Furthermore, our analysis highlights the importance of inclusive 

governance systems and community resilience-building initiatives to counter the narratives of violent 

extremism and foster trust between communities and authorities. It is necessary to empower local leaders, 

promote interfaith dialogue, and assist grassroots initiatives in order to create resilient communities that 

can resist extremist pressures.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The study's conclusions offer valuable information that ought to help direct efforts to counter 

radicalization and, eventually, violent extremism in three distinct ways. The first is in how these 

constituencies highlight poverty as a crucial component and how efforts ought to concentrate on it. The 

second linked theme is the need to pay close attention to group dynamics and activities that address 

structural elements that affect certain groups. Many women have to navigate social and economic 

organizations that are dominated by men. The third is the significance of recognizing youth as a diverse 

population and valuing their individuality.  

Other things that can be done are as follows:  

1. Creating Targeted Socioeconomic Development Programs: Develop and implement targeted 

programs aimed at resolving the underlying socioeconomic grievances that give rise to 

extremism. This include initiatives to alleviate poverty, create jobs, offer vocational training, and 

increase educational opportunities, particularly in impoverished areas where extremist 

recruitment is most likely to take place.  

2. Promote Frameworks for Inclusive Governance: Promote inclusive governance structures that 

address grievances, promote social cohesion, and boost public trust in the government. This could 

include systems of accountability and openness, decentralization of power, and increased 

involvement of marginalized groups in decision-making processes.  

3. Strengthen Community Resilience: To make communities more resilient to violent extremism, 

support initiatives that empower local leaders, promote interfaith dialogue, and aid in grassroots 

peacebuilding and conflict resolution initiatives. Engage with religious and community leaders as 

trustworthy messengers to dispel the fallacies of extremism and promote alternative paths for 

youth empowerment and social participation.  
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