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Abstract 

This study investigates the causes and effects of drug and substance abuse among secondary school students in Bo 
District, Sierra Leone. Using a mixed-methods approach, the research identifies key factors driving substance abuse, 
including peer pressure, inadequate parental supervision, socio-economic challenges, and substance availability. Data 
collected through surveys, interviews, and focus group discussions highlight that students often resort to drugs and 
alcohol due to curiosity, stress, and socio-economic pressures. The consequences of substance abuse are profound, 
impacting students' academic performance, mental health, and behavioral patterns. Findings reveal that academic 
decline, increased incidence of anxiety and depression, and risky behaviors such as unsafe sexual practices are 
significant outcomes of substance abuse. The study concludes that addressing substance abuse among students requires 
a comprehensive approach involving enhanced parental education, school-based interventions, socio-economic 
improvements, community engagement, and strengthened law enforcement. Recommendations are provided to inform 
policy and practice aimed at mitigating substance abuse and supporting affected students in Bo District. 
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1. Introduction

Drug and substance abuse has emerged as a growing concern worldwide, particularly among adolescents, who are more 
vulnerable to its far-reaching consequences. Globally, adolescent substance abuse has been linked to various 
developmental and health issues (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2021). In many parts of the world, 
including Sierra Leone, the rise in the use of drugs such as marijuana, alcohol, tramadol, and synthetic substances like 
"Kush" has become a serious issue, particularly among secondary school students (World Health Organization, 2023). 
Bo District, located in the Southern Province of Sierra Leone, is not exempt from this challenge, as secondary school 
students in the area are increasingly exposed to various forms of substance abuse (Sesay & Kamara, 2022). 

Substance abuse among young people is influenced by a range of factors, including peer pressure, familial problems, 
socio-economic conditions, and exposure to environments where drugs are readily accessible (Bangura et al., 2021). 
Adolescence is a critical period of life characterized by experimentation and identity formation, making secondary 
school students particularly susceptible to engaging in risky behaviors such as drug and substance abuse (Conteh & 
Koroma, 2023). Peer influence plays a significant role in this, as students often feel pressured to conform to the 
behaviors of their peers in an effort to fit in socially (UNICEF, 2022). Additionally, socio-economic challenges in Bo 
District, including poverty, unemployment, and lack of recreational opportunities, may further drive adolescents 
towards drug use as a form of escapism or coping mechanism (Kargbo, 2023). 
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The effects of drug and substance abuse among secondary school students are profound and multi-dimensional. At the 
individual level, drug use can have detrimental effects on students' health, including addiction, mental health disorders, 
and physical ailments (Sesay et al., 2021). Academically, drug abuse is associated with poor performance, absenteeism, 
and school dropouts, as students struggle to cope with the demands of school while being under the influence of drugs 
(Tholley & Jalloh, 2022). Socially, substance abuse can lead to deviant behavior, including violence, criminal activities, 
and a breakdown in family and community relationships (Koroma et al., 2023). On a broader scale, the problem has the 
potential to hinder the overall development of Bo District, as a growing population of youth becomes incapacitated by 
drug-related issues (Sierra Leone Drug Control Agency, 2023). 

Despite growing awareness of the problem, there remains a lack of comprehensive research focusing on the causes and 
effects of drug and substance abuse specifically among secondary school students in Bo District (Kabba, 2022). 
Understanding the factors contributing to this behavior and the impacts it has on students, families, and the wider 
community is crucial for developing effective interventions (Bangura & Jalloh, 2023). This study seeks to address this 
gap by assessing the root causes of drug and substance abuse among secondary school students in the district, exploring 
its socio-economic and psychological effects, and identifying possible strategies for prevention and rehabilitation. This 
research is intended to contribute to the efforts of policymakers, educators, and health professionals in addressing this 
critical issue and promoting the well-being of Sierra Leone's youth (Conteh et al., 2024). 

2. Materials and methods 

2.1. Study Design 

 The study adopts a descriptive cross-sectional survey design, leveraging both qualitative and quantitative methods to 
gain a comprehensive understanding of drug and substance abuse among secondary school students in Bo District, 
Southern Sierra Leone. Data collection is conducted using structured questionnaires via KoboToolbox, capturing 
insights from a large sample at a single point in time. This mixed-method approach allows for the analysis of attitudes, 
opinions, and behaviors while combining the richness of qualitative data with the precision of quantitative measures. 

2.2. Study Area 

 Bo District, situated in the Southern Province of Sierra Leone, serves as the focal point for this research. Bo is the 
second-largest city in the country and a prominent commercial and educational hub. The district is known for its diverse 
population, comprising ethnic groups like the Mende, Temne, and others. The local economy revolves around 
agriculture, small-scale industries, and commerce, which contribute to its position as a trade center. Educational 
institutions, notably Njala University, highlight the district's role in higher education. Despite its economic importance, 
Bo faces developmental challenges, including inadequate infrastructure, limited access to clean water, and healthcare 
services strained by rapid urbanization. 

This study focuses on five prominent secondary schools in Bo City: St. Andrew's Secondary School (UCC), Christ the King 
College (CKC), Methodist High School, Queen of the Rosary Secondary School (QRS), and Ahmadiyya Muslim Secondary 
School. These schools represent a diverse cross-section of the student population in Bo, providing an ideal setting to 
examine the prevalence and impact of drug and substance abuse among students from various socio-economic and 
cultural backgrounds. 

2.3. Target Population 

The target population for this study comprises students in level/grades JSS3 to SSS3 (Junior Secondary School to Senior 
Secondary School). These students are considered particularly relevant to the study due to their developmental stage 
in adolescence and their higher exposure to peer pressure and substance-related issues. 

2.4. Sample Size 

The study involves a sample size of 500 students drawn from the five selected schools. A simple random sampling 
technique is applied to ensure equal representation of students from each grade/level within the schools. 

2.5. Research Instruments 

A structured survey, developed and administered through KoboToolbox, serves as the primary data collection 
instrument. The survey includes both closed and open-ended questions designed to gather demographic information, 
explore the causes and effects of drug and substance abuse, and elicit students' suggestions for addressing the problem. 
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The data collection process is conducted using smartphones, allowing for efficient administration and real-time data 
capture. 

2.6. Data Collection Procedures  

Surveys were distributed to the selected students, ensuring confidentiality and emphasizing the anonymity of 
responses. In addition to the surveys, focus group discussions (lasting 15-25 minutes each) were conducted to gather 
qualitative insights into the students' experiences and perceptions regarding drug and substance abuse. 

2.6.1. Inclusion Criteria  

The study includes students currently enrolled in the five selected secondary schools who are willing to participate in 
the surveys and discussions. 

2.6.2. Exclusion Criteria  

Students who are not currently enrolled in the selected schools or who are unwilling to participate in the research 
activities are excluded from the study. 

2.7. Ethical Considerations 

Prior to the study, approval was obtained from the school principals and relevant authorities. The study's objectives 
were explained to all participants, ensuring that they were informed about the voluntary nature of their participation 
and the confidentiality of their responses. No identifying information, such as names or addresses, was collected to 
maintain anonymity. 

3. Results  

3.1. Demographic Information 

Table 1 School Distribution 

Name of School                             Frequency        Percentage 

St. Andrew's Secondary School (UCC) 100             20% 

Christ the King College (CKC) 100             20% 

Methodist High School 100                                 20% 

Queen of the Rosary Secondary School (QRS) 100             20% 

Ahmadiyya Muslim Secondary School 100             20% 

Total 500            100% 

The results show that the sample is evenly distributed across five schools, each contributing 100 students, which 
constitutes 20% of the total sample of 500 students. The schools included are St. Andrew's Secondary School (UCC), 
Christ the King College (CKC), Methodist High School, Queen of the Rosary Secondary School (QRS), and Ahmadiyya 
Muslim Secondary School.  

Table 2 Age Distribution 

Age Range Frequency Percentage 

14-18 150 30% 

19-23 260 52% 

24-28 75 15% 

29 and Above 15 3% 

Total 500 100% 
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The results show that the majority of respondents, 52%, are in the 19-23 age range, indicating that this age group is the 
most prevalent among the participants. Additionally, 30% of respondents are younger, between 14 and 18 years old, 
while 15% are between 24 and 28 years old. A small fraction, just 3%, are 29 years or older. This distribution highlights 
a predominance of younger individuals in the study, with the majority being in the late teenage to early adult years. 

Table 3 Gender Distribution 

Gender Frequency Percentage 

Male        380   76% 

Female 120  24% 

Total 500 100% 

The gender distribution results reveal that 76% of the 500 respondents are male (380 individuals), while 24% are 
female (120 individuals). This significant disparity highlights a predominance of male participants in the study. 

Table 4 Form/Level 

Grade Level Frequency Percentage 

JSS3 50 10% 

SSS1 120 24% 

SSS2 230 46% 

SSS3 100 20% 

Total 500 100% 

 

The results indicate that the majority of respondents are in SSS2, comprising 46% of the sample. This is followed by 
SSS1 at 24% and SSS3 at 20%. JSS3 has the smallest representation, with only 10% of respondents. This distribution 
shows a higher concentration of students in the senior secondary levels, particularly SSS2, which may impact the study's 
focus on older adolescents compared to those in junior secondary levels. 

3.2. Parental Information 

Table 5 Caregiver's Occupation 

Occupation Frequency Percentage 

Employed 250 50% 

Self-employed 150 30% 

Unemployed 70 14% 

Retired 30 6% 

Total 500 100% 

 

The results show that half (50%) of the respondents have employed caregivers, suggesting a stable source of income in 
many households. An additional 30% report having self-employed caregivers, indicating that a significant portion of 
families rely on entrepreneurial or informal work for income. Meanwhile, 14% of respondents come from households 
where caregivers are unemployed, which may reflect financial instability. A smaller group (6%) have retired caregivers, 
representing a minority. These figures provide insight into the socio-economic backgrounds of students, which may 
influence their access to resources and stability, potentially affecting their exposure to drug use and other behaviors. 
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Table 6 Caregiver Work Hours 

Work Hours Frequency Percentage 

Don't Know 300 60% 

Less than 20 Hours 100 20% 

More than 40 Hours 60 12% 

Not Applicable (Retired) 40 8% 

Total 500 100% 

The results indicate that 60% of respondents are unsure about their caregivers' work hours, highlighting a potential 
gap in awareness or communication about caregivers' work schedules. Among those who do know, 20% report that 
their caregivers work fewer than 20 hours per week, suggesting part-time or less demanding jobs. Additionally, 12% of 
respondents have caregivers working more than 40 hours per week, indicating full-time employment. The remaining 
8% of respondents have retired caregivers, making the work hours question irrelevant. These findings underscore the 
variability in caregivers' work commitments and suggest that the lack of awareness among many students might impact 
their understanding of their caregivers' economic situation and availability. 

3.3. Drug and Substance Abuse 

Table 7 Drug Use Prevalence 

Drug Use Frequency Percentage 

Yes 320 64% 

No 180 36% 

Total 500 100% 

The results show that a significant majority (64%) of students engage in drug or substance use, indicating a high 
prevalence of drug abuse within the student population. In contrast, 36% of respondents reported not using any 
substances. This high level of drug use among students raises concerns about the potential impact on their health, 
academic performance, and social behavior, highlighting the need for targeted interventions and prevention efforts. 

Table 8 Types of Drugs Used 

Substance Frequency Percentage 

Tramadol 150 30% 

Kush 120 24% 

Marijuana 90 18% 

Alcohol 70 14% 

Other 70 14% 

Total 500 100% 

The results indicate that tramadol is the most commonly used substance among students, with 30% of respondents 
reporting its use. This is followed by Kush, a synthetic drug, used by 24% of students, reflecting its rising popularity. 
Marijuana, a more traditional drug, is used by 18% of respondents, while alcohol, often considered socially acceptable, 
is used by 14%. The remaining 14% falls under "Other" substances, which may include less common drugs. These 
findings highlight a diverse range of substance abuse among students, with a particular concern for the widespread use 
of tramadol and Kush due to their potentially severe health risks. 
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Table 9 Frequency of Drug Use 

Frequency of Use Frequency Percentage 

Daily 120 24% 

Weekly 150 30% 

Monthly 60 12% 

Occasional 170 34% 

Total 500 100% 

The results reveal diverse patterns of drug use among students. A notable 30% of respondents use drugs on a weekly 
basis, indicating a consistent pattern of use, while 24% report daily usage, suggesting a more intense and habitual 
relationship with drugs. Occasional users make up the largest group at 34%, showing that for many students, drug use 
may be sporadic or social rather than a regular activity. Monthly users, representing 12%, demonstrate less frequent 
engagement with drugs but still participate periodically. These findings highlight varying degrees of drug dependency 
or social usage among students, with a significant portion using drugs either on a regular or occasional basis, potentially 
impacting their health, academic performance, and social behaviors. 

Table 10 Peer Influence/Peer Pressure 

Peer Pressure Frequency Percentage 

Yes 330 66% 

No 170 34% 

Total 500 100% 

The results show that 66% of respondents (330 out of 500) identified peer pressure as a significant influence on their 
drug and substance use. This suggests that social dynamics play a critical role in shaping behaviors, particularly among 
young people who may be more prone to substance use when pressured by friends or social groups. Peer pressure often 
encourages experimentation and risky behaviors in efforts to fit in or gain social acceptance. The remaining 34% (170 
respondents) did not feel peer pressure influenced their substance use, indicating other factors like family issues or 
personal circumstances could be involved. 

4. Discussion 

This study aimed to assess the causes and effects of drug and substance abuse among secondary school students in Bo 
District, Sierra Leone. The investigation revealed a multifaceted issue influenced by various socio-economic and 
environmental factors. Key causes identified include peer pressure, inadequate parental supervision, socio-economic 
deprivation, and the availability of substances. Students in Bo District often turn to drugs and alcohol due to curiosity, 
stress, or the need to escape from challenging socio-economic conditions. The study also highlighted that substance 
abuse among secondary school students leads to severe consequences, including deteriorated academic performance, 
mental health issues such as anxiety and depression, and increased involvement in risky behaviors like unsafe sexual 
practices and criminal activities. 

5. Conclusion 

The findings of this study underscore the complexity of drug and substance abuse among secondary school students in 
Bo District. The prevalence of substance abuse is intricately linked to a range of socio-economic and environmental 
factors, including peer influence, family dynamics, and community conditions. The negative effects of substance abuse 
are far-reaching, impacting students' academic achievements, mental health, and social behavior. Given the significant 
role that these factors play in driving substance abuse, addressing the issue requires a comprehensive approach that 
considers the broader socio-economic context. 
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5.1. Recommendations 

Enhance Parental Involvement and Education: Develop and implement programs that educate parents about the signs 
of substance abuse and strategies to monitor and guide their children effectively. 

 Encourage stronger family relationships and better communication between parents and their children. 
 Strengthen School-based Interventions: Incorporate substance abuse education and prevention programs into 

the school curriculum to increase awareness and provide students with coping strategies. 
 Establish counseling services and support systems within schools to assist students struggling with substance 

abuse. 
 Improve Socio-economic Conditions: Advocate for policies aimed at reducing poverty and improving economic 

opportunities in Bo District, as socio-economic deprivation is a significant driver of substance abuse. 
 Develop community programs that offer recreational and extracurricular activities to engage students in 

positive ways and reduce their exposure to drug use. 
 Increase Community Awareness and Engagement: Launch community outreach programs to raise awareness 

about the dangers of drug and substance abuse and involve community leaders in prevention efforts. 
 Foster partnerships between schools, local government, and non-governmental organizations to create a 

cohesive approach to tackling substance abuse. 
 Enhance Law Enforcement and Regulation: Strengthen law enforcement efforts to curb the availability and 

distribution of illegal substances within the community. 
 Support initiatives aimed at regulating the sale and distribution of controlled substances to prevent misuse. 
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