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Introduction

“I didn’t drown; I was the water.” Those were the words on the note left by Chukwuemeka 

Akachi, a 22-year-old student at the University of Nigeria, before he committed suicide by 

poison on May 13th, 2019. Those are the words engraved in the heart of every Nigerian who 

attempts this self-murder—a distressful reality that should not exist. For decades, the Giant of 

Africa has dwarfed the subject of mental health, rendering it an afterthought in national 

planning. And it is unsurprising that in an age where mental disorders are likely to be more 

fatal than accidents, heart ailments, and wars combined,1 Nigeria has paid the price for its 

neglect through the lives of its citizenry, especially the youth. Thus, if we are to rewrite this 

story and secure the future of our nation, we must raise the flag of good mental health and 

defeat its two worst enemies: illiteracy and stigmatization.

Body

Undoubtedly, Nigeria is plagued by a mental health crisis. The World Health Organization 

estimates that 20-30% of our population suffers from a mental illness, ranging from anxiety to 

depression to substance abuse-related disorders.2 Nigeria has been ranked the 8th most 

depressed country in the world, leading the rest of Africa in depression cases, and the 15th

nation by number of suicides annually.3 Unfortunately, Nigeria’s youth population—

comprising more than half of the entire citizenry4—is at the heart of the fires of mental illness: 

in 2019, 11 out of 42 reported suicide cases were of undergraduate students. And the lack of 

mental health professionals has driven us further into the ground, with a paltry 250 practising 

psychologists for 200 million people.5

A major driver of these sorrowful statistics is that we have been the greatest enemies of 

ourselves. The mentally ill in our society are repeatedly fed the sour meals of stigma and shame, 

evidenced by the complex interaction of cultural, educational, and socio-economic factors. A 

study conducted by Coker et al. revealed that victims of mental illness also suffer from human 



rights abuses largely dependent on the nature of their ailment—physical, emotional, and 

workplace abuse for those with depression and anxiety, and incarceration in unhygienic 

environments for those with psychosis, for instance.6 Such  discrimination reduces the self-

esteem of these patients, consuming any mental strength that is left.

But this negative culture towards victims of mental illness is an offspring of the larger 

problem: mental health illiteracy. In a nationwide survey of public mental health knowledge, 

it was found among other results that 70% of respondents believed mental illness to mean 

“running around naked”, 54% attributed mental disorders to possession by evil spirits, and 23% 

held that mental illness was a form of divine punishment.7 While there is little understanding 

of the true nature and causes of mental illness, these cultural and religious interpretations have 

pervaded the landscape of mental healthcare for years, illustrating the words of Henry Ford 

that evil is nothing but ignorance bumping its face in the dark.

All of these problems exist because of our sustained inattentional blindness to mental 

health. With regard to funding, 3.3% of the national healthcare budget is allocated to mental 

wellness, with only a fraction eventually released.8 With regard to policy, Nigeria lacks a 

systematic approach to tackle mental health issues through coordination, implementation, and 

oversight. To rub salt into the wound, this moribund mental healthcare is still governed by the 

obsolete Lunacy Act of 1958. Interwoven with the high level of poverty, insecurity crises, and

continual economic downturns among others, the result is a nation where very few 

organizations work in the area of mental health, leaving both education and psychiatric services 

inaccessible.

And what are the large-scale consequences? Victims of mental illness do not speak up 

for fear of abuse, and thus they also become victims of loneliness and social withdrawal. Even 

those who speak up are unlikely to be heard. Others remain clueless as to how to respond to 

mental health complaints from friends and family. The stereotypes are reinforced, the stigma 

continues, and the suicide numbers increase. Of course, these would also translate to a 

weakening of Nigeria’s human capital, lack of national productivity, and further economic 

decline. If the estimated global cost of depression and anxiety is US$1 trillion,9 one can only 

wonder what percentage of this is attributable to Nigeria.

It is unquestionable that a nation’s greatest wealth lies in a healthy population, and thus 

Nigeria must place a premium on good mental health. Indeed, there is no demographic more 



crucial in securing this victory than Nigeria’s youth. In a system where conventional methods 

have proven inefficient, the youth must understand that it is now their responsibility to 

guarantee and protect the future. The vision of a strong mental health system cannot be 

achieved by only the government, nor can the mission be executed by only medical 

professionals and clinical psychologists. If all Nigerian youth take on the role of mental health 

advocates in their lives and work, we would form a living, unstoppable crusade for mental 

wellness. Moreover, youth advocacy would ensure that mental health can be prioritized on 

governmental agendas.

To galvanize this enthusiasm for mental health, youth should form networks with other 

youth, both nationally and internationally. Such informal support networks would ensure that 

the impact of this youth coalition is widespread, enabling victims of mental illness to at least 

receive “mental first-aid” and, if need be, access professional psychotherapy. A major fruit of 

these networks would be the creation of more public spaces for alleviating stress through 

recreation and social gatherings. In addition, since ethnoreligious and cultural beliefs are 

already well-planted in the public mental health sphere, youths should co-operate with 

traditional and religious leaders to spread messages of truth and scientific evidence for the 

common good.

Aristotle preached that the educated differ from the uneducated as the living from the 

dead, and nowhere does this statement echo itself more than on the issue of mental health, 

being a matter of life and death. Inspired and led by non-profit organizations such as the Asido 

Foundation, Nigerian youth must take up the mandate to educate both the young and old on 

mental wellness. Public awareness programmes should be carried out in primary, secondary, 

and even tertiary institutions—using videos, books, and other audio-visual aids—to raise a 

cavalry of young, mental-health-smart citizens. Institutions should then incentivize their 

students by establishing clubs and societies that spread the gospel of mental health literacy and 

advance the battle against discrimination. Whether in urban or rural areas, mental health 

knowledge remains a most important weapon for national development.

Furthermore, technology plays an indispensable role in the push for stronger mental 

health. Tech-savvy youth should build a website or mobile app to increase accessibility to 

therapy and treatment. Such a platform would enable victims to speak up with the assurance of 

positive and caring responses. Importantly, it would also enable Nigerian psychologists and 

psychiatrists in the diaspora to offer aid to their home country, increasing the effectiveness of 



the solution. More so, it is within the capacity of Nigerian youth to ensure that mental health is 

a regular trend on social media, with celebrities utilizing their influence to make the message 

resonate with wider audiences.

Of course, these solutions and more would receive a power boost with the irreplaceable 

support of favourable policies and improved funding. The Federal government should sign the 

2013 National Policy for Mental Health Service Delivery into law, operating in tandem with 

the West Africa Health Organization’s Strategic Mental Health Plan (2018—2023), and 

ensuring that we strive to attain international standards. Similarly, the government should 

secure more funds for mental health by streamlining the cost of governance to free up budget 

funding, and implementing policies for organizations to support the mental health cause 

through corporate social responsibility—with the understanding that their businesses are only 

as productive as Nigerians are healthy. 

Conclusion

Just as the University of Nigeria was struck with terror on that dreadful day of Akachi’s death, 

so has Nigeria been plagued by her persistent failure to prioritize mental health. But it is time 

for a youth-led change, a change that can occur only when the leaders of tomorrow become the 

heroes of today. It is time to recognize that good mental health is at the centre—and not the 

periphery—of overall health. It is time to understand that in this world of unending chaos, there 

is nothing greater than our resilience and fortitude to recover from adversity and aim for 

prosperity. It is time to stop leading the continent in depression and start setting the pace in the 

attainment of Sustainable Goal 3, ‘Good Health and Wellbeing.’ And these can only be 

achieved when all hands are on deck to make Nigeria better, “one person at a time.”
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