
 

Nsikak Stephen Edet (Ph.D, fCIPDM) & Amos, Mary Sunday 

 

 

204 

A PUBLICATION OF WORD ASTRA 

wordastrajournals@gmail.com 

www.wordastrajournals.com  

 

Global Journal of Modern Research and 

Emerging Trends (GJMRET) 

Vol. 2, Issue 4, July 2026 - ISSN: 1595-076X 

Peer Counselling and the Prevention of Drug Abuse among Secondary 

School Students: A Review of Theoretical and Empirical Evidence 
 

1Nsikak Stephen Edet (Ph.D, fCIPDM) & 2Amos, Mary Sunday 
1Department of Political Science, University of Uyo 

2Department of Educational Foundation (Guidance and Counselling),  

Abia State University, Nigeria. 
1nsikakstephen@yahoo.com; 08069212110, 08082401260 

2iprefermary@yahoo.com; 08034286135, 08020921660 

 

 
DOI:  

 

 
 

 

 

Abstract 

Drug abuse among secondary school students remains a persistent 

global and Nigerian public health and educational concern, with 

adolescents rendered particularly vulnerable by the developmental 

salience of peer influence during this life stage. Peer counselling, in 

which trained students provide guidance and support to fellow students, 

has been widely adopted by schools as a preventive strategy that 

harnesses positive peer influence rather than treating it solely as a risk 

factor. This paper undertakes an integrative review of the theoretical 

and empirical literature on the role of peer counselling in preventing 

drug abuse among secondary school students. The review is anchored 

in Bandura's social learning theory and Rosenstock's health belief 

model, which together explain how peer-modelled behaviour and risk 

perception shape adolescents' decisions about substance use. Empirical 

evidence is drawn from intervention and correlational studies 

conducted in Nigeria and internationally, including systematic reviews 

of school-based prevention programmes, to evaluate the effectiveness 

of peer-led approaches relative to adult-led alternatives. The review 

finds consistent, though not unqualified, support for the effectiveness of 

peer counselling and peer-led education in improving drug-related 

knowledge, strengthening resistance to peer pressure, and reducing 
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risk behaviour, while also identifying structural constraints, including 

inadequate training of peer counsellors, weak supervision, and 

inconsistent institutional support, that limit programme effectiveness in 

many school settings. The paper concludes with recommendations for 

strengthening the design, training, supervision and institutionalisation 

of peer counselling programmes as a component of a comprehensive 

school-based drug abuse prevention strategy. 

 

Keywords: peer counselling, drug abuse prevention, secondary school students, adolescent 

health, peer education, social learning theory 

 

1.0 Introduction 
 

1.1 Background to the Study 

Adolescence is a developmental stage marked by experimentation, identity formation, and 

heightened sensitivity to peer influence, all of which render young people particularly 

susceptible to substance use. Drug abuse among adolescents has become a major social 

and public health concern worldwide, with harmful or hazardous use of psychoactive 

substances such as alcohol, tobacco, cannabis and prescription medicines associated with 

poor academic performance, mental health difficulties, involvement in crime, and long-

term dependence (World Health Organization, 2022). 

Globally, the scale of adolescent substance use continues to be a matter of policy 

concern. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2023) reports that a substantial 

proportion of the world's drug-using population is composed of young people, with early 

initiation into substance use associated with a heightened risk of dependence and long-term 

health and social harm. Schools, non-governmental organisations and governments have 

increasingly turned to peer-based interventions as a preventative strategy on the premise 

that adolescents are more receptive to health messages delivered by their peers than by 

adults (Topping, 2005). 

In Nigeria, the problem has become increasingly pronounced. Oshodi et al. (2010) 

found substantial substance use among secondary school students in an urban Nigerian 

setting, while more recent studies have linked drug abuse directly to educational outcome. 

Anyanwu, et al.  (2022) documented the adverse effects of drug abuse on youths' education 

in Nasarawa State, and Bawa et al. (2025) reported a notable prevalence of drug abuse 

among secondary school students in Bauchi State, with perceived negative effects on both 

mental health and academic performance. Ogunsola and Fatusi (2017) further 
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demonstrated that risk and protective factors for adolescent substance use vary 

systematically between rural and urban school settings in Osun State, Nigeria, underlining 

the contextual nature of the problem. 

Because adolescents are strongly influenced by their peers and are often more 

willing to disclose personal difficulties to peers than to adults or figures of authority, 

schools have increasingly adopted peer counselling as a guidance and counselling strategy 

for drug abuse prevention. Peer counselling involves training selected students to provide 

guidance, emotional support and accurate information to fellow students, with the aim of 

strengthening resistance to peer pressure and promoting informed decision-making 

regarding substance use (Topping, 2005). Evidence from peer-led health education 

interventions in Nigeria, such as the study by Ezelote et al. (2024) on peer health education 

and HIV/AIDS knowledge among in-school adolescents in Imo State, demonstrates that 

structured peer education can produce measurable improvements in health-related 

knowledge among secondary school populations, lending support to the broader logic 

underlying peer counselling as a school-based preventive strategy. 

Despite the growing adoption of peer counselling programmes in Nigerian 

secondary schools, questions remain regarding their actual effectiveness in preventing drug 

abuse, given the widely reported challenges of inadequate training, weak supervision, and 

inconsistent institutional support. This paper undertakes a systematic review of the 

theoretical and empirical literature on peer counselling and drug abuse prevention among 

secondary school students to establish what is known about the effectiveness of this 

strategy and to identify the conditions under which it is most likely to succeed. 

Within the Nigerian policy landscape, responsibility for drug abuse prevention 

among young people is distributed across multiple actors, including the Federal Ministry 

of Education, state universal basic and secondary education boards, and dedicated drug law 

enforcement institutions, alongside individual school administrations. This distributed 

responsibility means that the consistency and quality of school-based prevention strategies, 

including peer counselling, can vary considerably from one school or state to another in 

the absence of a uniformly enforced national standard for guidance and counselling 

provision. This variability itself constitutes part of the rationale for a systematic review that 

draws together the available evidence so that schools and policymakers operating in 

differently resourced contexts can draw on a common evidence base. 
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1.2 Statement of the Problem 

Although peer counselling has been widely promoted as a preventive strategy against drug 

abuse in secondary schools, the persistence of substance use among Nigerian adolescents, 

as documented across multiple states and school settings (Oshodi et al., 2010; Anyanwu et 

al., 2022; Bawa et al., 2025), raises questions about the actual effectiveness of these 

programmes as currently implemented. International evidence on school-based drug 

prevention is itself mixed: Cuijpers (2002a) found that many prevention programmes are 

not effective and that objective criteria for distinguishing effective from ineffective 

programmes have historically been lacking, while a subsequent meta-analytic comparison 

found that peer-led programmes are not uniformly superior to adult-led alternatives and 

that effectiveness depends heavily on programme design and fidelity of implementation 

(Cuijpers, 2002b). This situation creates a genuine problem for school administrators and 

counsellors: peer counselling is intuitively appealing and theoretically well-grounded, yet 

its practical effectiveness cannot be assumed without examining the conditions, such as 

training, supervision and institutional support, under which it is implemented. This paper 

addresses this problem by systematically reviewing the theoretical and empirical evidence 

on peer counselling and drug abuse prevention, with a view to clarifying both the promise 

and limitations of the strategy. 

 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

The broad objective of this paper is to examine the role of peer counselling in preventing 

drug abuse among secondary school students. The specific objectives are to: 

i. examine the theoretical foundations that explain how peer counselling influences 

adolescent attitudes and behaviour towards drug abuse; 

ii. evaluate the empirical evidence on the effectiveness of peer counselling and peer-

led education programmes in preventing or reducing drug abuse among secondary 

school students; and 

iii. identify the institutional and programmatic factors that constrain or strengthen the 

effectiveness of peer counselling as a drug abuse prevention strategy in secondary 

schools. 

 

1.4 Research Questions 

The paper is guided by the following research questions: 

i. What theoretical frameworks explain how peer counselling influences adolescent 

attitudes and behaviour towards drug abuse? 
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ii. What does the empirical evidence reveal about the effectiveness of peer counselling 

and peer-led education programmes in preventing or reducing drug abuse among 

secondary school students? 

iii. What institutional and programmatic factors constrain or strengthen the 

effectiveness of peer counselling as a drug abuse prevention strategy in secondary 

schools? 

 

1.5 Research Hypotheses 

Drawing on the theoretical and empirical literature reviewed in this paper, the following 

hypotheses are proposed as testable propositions for future primary empirical research; 

they are not tested with new primary data in the present review-based paper. 

i. Participation in structured peer counselling programmes has no significant effect 

on secondary school students' knowledge of the risks of drug abuse. 

ii. There is no significant relationship between participation in peer counselling and 

secondary school students' resistance to peer pressure to use drugs. 

iii. The training and supervision received by peer counsellors have no significant effect 

on the effectiveness of peer counselling programmes in preventing drug abuse. 

 

1.6 Significance of the Study 

This paper is significant for a range of stakeholders involved in adolescent development 

and school-based drug abuse prevention. 

i. For students, the paper clarifies the evidence base for peer counselling as a source 

of accurate drug-related information and social support, helping to explain why 

well-designed programmes are worth their active participation and trust. 

ii. For school guidance counsellors, the paper offers an evidence-informed basis for 

the selection, training and supervision of peer counsellors, drawing on the specific 

programmatic features that the literature associates with effectiveness. 

iii. For school administrators and education policymakers, the paper provides a 

rationale for the institutional investment in training, supervision and dedicated 

resourcing that the evidence indicates is necessary for peer counselling to achieve 

its preventive potential, rather than remaining a nominal or under-resourced 

programme. 

iv. For parents and communities, the paper underscores that peer counselling functions 

best as a complement to, rather than a replacement for, family and community-
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based supervision and support, encouraging continued parental engagement 

alongside school-based prevention efforts. 

v. For researchers, the paper identifies specific gaps in the Nigerian empirical 

literature, particularly the scarcity of rigorous intervention studies evaluating peer 

counselling for drug abuse prevention, and proposes testable hypotheses to guide 

future primary research. 

 

1.7 Scope of the Study 

The paper is a theoretical and empirical review focused specifically on peer counselling 

and peer-led education as strategies for preventing drug abuse among secondary school 

students. It draws primarily on studies conducted in Nigerian secondary schools, 

supplemented by international empirical and systematic-review evidence on school-based 

and peer-led drug prevention, to situate the Nigerian experience within a broader 

comparative context. The review does not extend to pharmacological or clinical treatment 

of substance dependence, which falls outside the scope of a school-based preventive 

strategy. 

 

2.0 Conceptual Clarification 
 

2.1 Concept of Peer Counselling 

Peer counselling refers to a structured process in which selected and trained students 

provide guidance, emotional support and information to fellow students of similar age or 

social status, with the aim of promoting healthy decision-making and behavioural change. 

Peer counselling is distinguished from informal peer influence by its structured, trained 

and supervised character: peer counsellors are selected and prepared, typically by school 

guidance counsellors, to provide support within defined boundaries, rather than exerting 

influence spontaneously as ordinary peers do (Topping, 2005). The rationale for peer 

counselling rests on the observation that adolescents often find it easier to discuss sensitive 

personal matters, including substance use, with peers than with adults in positions of 

authority. 

 

2.2 Concept of Drug Abuse 

Drug abuse refers to the harmful or hazardous use of psychoactive substances, including 

alcohol, tobacco, cannabis, and prescription or over-the-counter medicines used outside of 

appropriate medical guidance, in a manner that produces adverse physical, psychological 
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or social consequences for the user (World Health Organization, 2022). Among secondary 

school students, commonly abused substances in the Nigerian context include alcohol, 

tobacco, cannabis, tramadol and codeine-based cough preparations, often obtained through 

informal channels and consumed in response to curiosity, peer pressure, or attempts to cope 

with stress (Oshodi et al., 2010; Bawa et al., 2025). 

 

2.3 Concept of Adolescent Peer Influence 

Peer influence refers to the process by which the attitudes, values and behaviours of an 

individual are shaped by association with peers, particularly during adolescence, when 

young people spend an increasing proportion of their time with age-mates and seek 

acceptance and belonging within peer groups. Peer influence can operate in either a 

protective or a risk-enhancing direction: peers can discourage or encourage substance use 

depending on group norms. Peer counselling programmes are designed explicitly to 

redirect the mechanism of peer influence towards protective ends, using trained peer 

counsellors as positive models and sources of accurate information (Topping, 2005). 

 

2.4 Peer Counselling and Drug Abuse Prevention: The Conceptual Nexus 

The conceptual link between peer counselling and drug abuse prevention rests on the 

proposition that, because adolescent substance use is substantially driven by peer influence, 

an intervention that works through the same channel, namely peer relationships, is likely 

to be an effective countermeasure. Peer counselling seeks to convert a risk mechanism into 

a protective one: rather than treating peer influence solely as a source of vulnerability, it 

positions trained peers as agents of health promotion, information provision and emotional 

support, operating within the same social dynamics that would otherwise facilitate 

substance use. 

 

2.5 Concept of School-Based Guidance and Counselling 

School-based guidance and counselling refers to the range of structured services provided 

within schools to support students' academic, social, emotional and career development, 

typically coordinated by trained guidance counsellors. Peer counselling is best understood 

as one component within this broader guidance and counselling structure, rather than as a 

freestanding intervention: it depends on professional guidance counsellors for the initial 

selection and training of peer counsellors, ongoing supervision, and referral pathways for 

students whose needs exceed what a peer counsellor is equipped to address. Where school 

guidance and counselling structures are weak or under-resourced, peer counselling 
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programmes tend to lack the institutional scaffolding necessary for effective and safe 

operation. 

 

3.0 Theoretical Framework 

Two theoretical frameworks are particularly relevant to explaining how peer counselling 

might influence adolescent drug-related attitudes and behaviours: Bandura's social learning 

theory and Rosenstock's health belief model. Both are reviewed below, followed by a 

discussion of the integrated theoretical framework adopted for this paper. 

 

3.1 Social Learning Theory 

Bandura's (1977) social learning theory proposes that individuals learn behaviours, 

attitudes and emotional reactions largely through observing and imitating others, 

particularly models who are perceived as similar to themselves or whose behaviour is seen 

to produce desirable outcomes. Learning, in this view, occurs through a sequence of 

attention, retention, reproduction and motivation, with the likelihood of imitation increased 

when the observed behaviour is rewarded and when the observer identifies closely with the 

model. Applied to adolescent substance use, social learning theory explains why peers are 

such powerful influences on drug-related behaviour: adolescents observe and imitate the 

substance-use behaviour, whether abstaining or using, of peers with whom they identify. 

Peer counselling harnesses this same mechanism by positioning trained peer counsellors 

as credible, relatable models of drug-free behaviour and responsible decision-making, 

whom fellow students are more likely to imitate than a more distant adult authority figure. 

 

3.2 Health Belief Model 

Rosenstock's (1974) health belief model proposes that an individual's likelihood of 

engaging in health-protective behaviour is a function of their perceived susceptibility to a 

health threat, the perceived severity of that threat, and the perceived benefits of taking 

preventive action, and the perceived barriers to doing so, together with exposure to cues 

that prompt action. Applied to drug abuse prevention, the model suggests that adolescents 

are more likely to avoid substance use when they perceive themselves as genuinely 

susceptible to its harms, when they understand the severity of the physical, social and 

academic consequences involved, and when they perceive meaningful benefits, such as 

improved health and academic performance, to abstaining. Peer counselling functions, in 

the context of the health belief model, as a cue to action and a credible source of risk 

information: peer counsellors, precisely because they are trusted by their peers, are well 
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placed to increase perceived susceptibility and severity and to reduce the perceived 

barriers, such as fear of stigma, to seeking help or resisting substance use. 

 

3.3 Theoretical Framework Adopted for the Study 
 

Table 1: Summary of the Theoretical Framework. Source: Author's compilation 

(2026). 

Theory Core Proposition 
Relevance to Peer Counselling 

and Drug Abuse Prevention 

Social 

Learning 

Theory 

(Bandura, 

1977) 

Behaviour is learned through 

observing and imitating credible 

models, especially those the 

observer identifies with. 

Explains why peer counsellors, as 

relatable models of drug-free 

behaviour, can shift norms and 

behaviour more effectively than 

distant authority figures. 

Health Belief 

Model 

(Rosenstock, 

1974) 

Health-protective behaviour 

depends on perceived 

susceptibility, severity, benefits, 

barriers, and cues to action. 

Explains how peer counsellors 

increase perceived risk and lower 

barriers to help-seeking, 

prompting students to avoid or 

discontinue substance use. 

 

This paper adopts an integrative framework combining social learning theory and 

the health belief model. Social learning theory explains the mechanism by which peer 

counselling exerts influence, namely observational learning and modelling within a trusted 

peer relationship, while the health belief model explains the cognitive pathway through 

which that influence translates into a behavioural decision to avoid or discontinue drug use, 

namely a recalibration of perceived risk, benefit and barriers. Read together, the two 

theories suggest that effective peer counselling programmes must ensure both that peer 

counsellors are credible, well-regarded models, consistent with social learning theory, and 

that the information and support they provide meaningfully shift students' perceptions of 

risk and their confidence in their ability to resist substance use, consistent with the health 

belief model. 
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4.0 Review of Related Literature 

This section reviews the thematic strands of the literature relevant to peer counselling and 

drug abuse prevention among secondary school students. 

 

4.1 Prevalence and Correlates of Drug Abuse among Secondary School Students 

Empirical studies conducted across different Nigerian states consistently document a 

troubling prevalence of substance use among secondary school students. Oshodi et al. 

(2010) reported substantial substance use in an urban Lagos setting, while Bawa et al. 

(2025) documented notable prevalence in Bauchi State, alongside perceived adverse effects 

on mental health and academic performance. Ogunsola and Fatusi (2017) found that risk 

and protective factors for adolescent substance use differ systematically between rural and 

urban school settings in Osun State, with implications for how prevention programmes, 

including peer counselling, ought to be tailored to local context. Anyanwu et al. (2022) 

linked drug abuse directly to adverse educational outcomes among youths in Nasarawa 

State, reinforcing the educational, and not merely medical, stakes of effective prevention. 

 

4.2 Peer Counselling and the Development of Decision-Making and Refusal Skills 

A central function attributed to peer counselling in the literature is the development of 

decision-making and refusal skills among students, equipping them to resist pressure to 

experiment with drugs. Topping's (2005) review of trends in peer learning identifies 

structured peer support as effective in building such skills precisely because peer 

interactions provide a low-threat environment in which students can rehearse responses to 

social pressure. This is consistent with social learning theory's emphasis on modelling: 

when peer counsellors demonstrate effective refusal strategies, fellow students are 

positioned to imitate those strategies in their own social interactions. 

 

4.3 Peer Counselling and Health Knowledge 

Beyond drug-specific interventions, the broader literature on peer health education 

provides relevant evidence on the mechanisms by which peer-led programmes improve 

health-related knowledge among adolescents. Ezelote et al. (2024) found that a structured 

peer health education intervention produced a marked improvement in HIV/AIDS-related 

knowledge among in-school adolescents in Imo State, Nigeria, with knowledge gains 

sustained over a twelve-week follow-up period. Although focused on a different health 

domain, the study demonstrates the underlying mechanism relevant to drug abuse 
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prevention: peer-delivered health information, structured and evaluated over time, can 

produce measurable and durable knowledge gains among secondary school populations. 

 

4.4 Comparative Effectiveness of Peer-Led and Adult-Led Prevention 

The comparative effectiveness of peer-led versus adult-led drug prevention programmes 

has been a recurring theme in the international literature. Cuijpers (2002a), in a systematic 

review of school-based drug prevention programmes, found considerable variation in 

effectiveness and identified specific programme features, such as interactive delivery and 

a social-influence orientation, as more consistently associated with positive outcomes than 

the mere fact of peer or adult delivery. In a subsequent meta-analytic comparison, Cuijpers 

(2002b) found that peer-led and adult-led programmes did not differ systematically in 

overall effectiveness but that peer-led programmes carried particular strengths in building 

social-resistance skills, consistent with social learning theory's emphasis on credible, 

relatable models. 

 

4.5 Institutional Support, Training and Supervision 

A recurring theme across the literature is that the effectiveness of peer counselling is not 

automatic but contingent on the quality of programme design, the adequacy of peer 

counsellor training, and the consistency of supervision by school guidance counsellors. 

Where peer counsellors are inadequately trained or supervised, programmes risk becoming 

superficial, with peer counsellors unable to provide accurate information or handle 

sensitive disclosures appropriately. This concern is consistent with the health belief model's 

emphasis on the credibility and accuracy of information as a determinant of behaviour 

change: poorly trained peer counsellors are less able to shift students' perceptions of risk 

and self-efficacy in the intended direction. 

 

4.6 Contextual and Gender Variation in Drug Abuse Risk and Prevention 

The literature indicates that both the risk of drug abuse and the potential effectiveness of 

peer counselling vary by context. Ogunsola and Fatusi (2017) found that risk and protective 

factors for adolescent substance use differed between rural and urban school settings in 

Osun State, Nigeria, suggesting that peer counselling programmes designed uniformly, 

without attention to local risk profiles, may be less effective than context-sensitive designs. 

Family background and socioeconomic conditions are also implicated: adolescents facing 

weaker parental supervision or greater economic hardship may be exposed to a wider set 

of risk factors than peer counselling alone can address, reinforcing the case, developed 
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further in section seven, for treating peer counselling as one component of a wider, multi-

level prevention strategy rather than a stand-alone solution. 

 

4.7 Peer Counselling within a Multi-Tiered Prevention Framework 

The literature increasingly frames peer counselling not as a stand-alone solution but as one 

tier within a multi-tiered school prevention framework that also includes universal drug 

education delivered to all students, targeted support for students identified as at elevated 

risk, and referral to specialist services for students already experiencing substance-related 

difficulty. Cuijpers' (2002a) finding that the most effective school-based programmes 

combine several complementary components, rather than relying on any single strategy, 

supports this multi-tiered framing. Within such a framework, peer counselling is best 

positioned at the universal and early-intervention tiers, where its comparative advantage in 

building social-resistance skills and shifting peer norms is most relevant, while more 

intensive or clinical support for students already abusing drugs is directed to guidance 

counsellors, school health services, or external specialist agencies. 

 

5.0 Empirical Review 

This section reviews specific empirical studies relevant to peer counselling and drug abuse 

prevention, organised by geographical and thematic focus. 

 

5.1 Nigerian Empirical Studies 

Oshodi et al. (2010), in a study published in the African Journal of Psychiatry, examined 

substance use among secondary school students in an urban Lagos setting and found 

substantial rates of use across several substance categories, with peer influence identified 

as a significant correlate, providing an empirical foundation for the relevance of peer-based 

interventions in the Nigerian secondary school context. 

Ogunsola and Fatusi (2017), in a study published in the International Journal of 

Adolescent Medicine and Health, conducted a comparative analysis of risk and protective 

factors for adolescent substance use among secondary school students in rural and urban 

areas of Osun State, Nigeria. The study found that protective factors, including supportive 

peer relationships and school-based guidance structures, were associated with reduced risk 

of substance use, with the pattern of association differing between rural and urban settings, 

underscoring the need for context-sensitive design of peer counselling programmes. 

Anyanwu et al. (2022), in a study published in the World Journal of Advanced Research 

and Reviews, examined the effects of drug abuse on youths' education in Nasarawa State, 
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Nigeria, and found that substance use was associated with declining academic engagement 

and performance, reinforcing the argument that drug abuse prevention, including through 

peer counselling, is inseparable from the broader goal of safeguarding educational 

outcomes. 

Bawa et al. (2025), in a cross-sectional study reported in European Psychiatry, 

examined the prevalence of drug abuse and its perceived effects on the mental health and 

academic performance of secondary school students in Bauchi State, Nigeria, using a 

multistage sampling procedure across twenty-six secondary schools. The study found a 

concerning prevalence of drug abuse, with respondents perceiving substantial negative 

effects on both their mental health and their academic performance, reinforcing the urgency 

of effective school-based prevention strategies, including peer counselling, in the Nigerian 

context. 

Ezelote et al. (2024), in a quasi-experimental intervention study published in BMC 

Public Health, examined the effect of a peer health education intervention on HIV/AIDS 

knowledge among in-school adolescents in secondary schools in Imo State, Nigeria, using 

a test and control group design with a combined sample exceeding five hundred 

adolescents. The study found that overall good knowledge in the test group improved 

substantially, from twenty-seven per cent to eighty-one per cent, following the twelve-

week peer education intervention, providing robust experimental evidence that structured, 

sustained peer-led health education can produce large and durable gains in adolescent 

health knowledge, a mechanism directly relevant to peer counselling for drug abuse 

prevention. 

 

5.2 International Empirical and Systematic-Review Evidence 

Cuijpers (2002a), in a systematic review published in Addictive Behaviours, examined the 

effective ingredients of school-based drug prevention programmes and found that 

programmes grounded in a social-influence model, incorporating peer-normative feedback 

and interactive skills training, were more consistently associated with reductions in 

substance use than programmes relying primarily on information transmission alone, 

regardless of whether they were peer-led or adult-led. 

Cuijpers (2002b), in a meta-analytic comparison published in the Journal of Drug 

Education, directly compared peer-led and adult-led school drug prevention programmes 

and found that, while overall effectiveness did not differ systematically by facilitator type, 

peer-led programmes demonstrated particular strength in enhancing students' social-

resistance skills and normative perceptions, whereas adult-led programmes were 
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sometimes more effective in transmitting factual content. This finding suggests that peer 

counselling and adult-led guidance and counselling services are best understood as 

complementary rather than substitutable strategies within a comprehensive school drug 

abuse prevention framework. 

Topping (2005), in an influential review published in Educational Psychology, 

examined trends in peer learning more broadly and identified structured peer support, of 

which peer counselling is one variant, as consistently associated with gains in both 

academic and socio-emotional outcomes when programmes are well organised, adequately 

resourced, and supported by ongoing training and supervision, findings that align closely 

with the institutional-support theme identified in the Nigerian empirical literature. 

 

5.3 Synthesis of the Empirical Evidence 

Taken together, the empirical studies reviewed above indicate a consistent, if not yet 

extensive, evidence base in support of peer-led approaches to adolescent health promotion 

and, by extension, drug abuse prevention. The strongest single piece of experimental 

evidence, Ezelote et al. (2024), demonstrates that structured, sustained peer health 

education can produce large and durable knowledge gains, with good knowledge nearly 

tripling in the intervention group over a twelve-week period. The international systematic-

review evidence from Cuijpers (2002a, 2002b) tempers this optimism by clarifying that 

facilitator type, peer or adult, is less important than programme design and fidelity of 

implementation and that peer-led and adult-led approaches each carry distinct comparative 

strengths. The Nigerian prevalence studies (Oshodi et al., 2010; Ogunsola & Fatusi, 2017; 

Anyanwu et al., 2022; Bawa et al., 2025) collectively establish both the scale of the 

problem that peer counselling is intended to address and the contextual variation that 

effective programme design must accommodate. 

An additional pattern evident across the empirical studies is that outcomes are more 

favourable and more consistently reported when interventions are evaluated over a defined 

follow-up period rather than assessed only immediately after delivery. The twelve-week 

follow-up design used by Ezelote et al. (2024) allowed knowledge gains to be distinguished 

from short-lived novelty effects, a methodological feature that future Nigerian evaluations 

of peer counselling for drug abuse prevention would do well to replicate, given that 

sustained rather than transient behavioural change is the outcome of genuine policy 

interest. 
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6.0 Summary of the Review 

The theoretical and empirical literature reviewed in this paper converges on several 

conclusions. First, adolescent drug abuse in Nigeria remains a significant and persistent 

problem, documented across multiple states and school settings, with peer influence 

identified as a consistent correlate of both risk and protection. Second, social learning 

theory and the health belief model together provide a coherent theoretical explanation for 

why peer counselling should, in principle, be an effective preventive strategy: peer 

counsellors function as credible behavioural models while also serving as trusted sources 

of risk information capable of shifting students' health beliefs. Third, the empirical 

evidence, both Nigerian and international, lends support to the effectiveness of structured 

peer-led interventions, particularly for building knowledge, as shown by Ezelote et al. 

(2024), and social-resistance skills, as shown by Cuijpers (2002b), though the evidence 

also cautions against assuming that peer-led approaches are automatically superior to adult-

led alternatives. Fourth, and most consistently, the literature identifies programme quality, 

training, supervision and institutional support as the decisive factors determining whether 

peer counselling achieves its preventive potential, rather than the mere fact of peer delivery 

itself. 

A significant gap in the reviewed literature is the relative scarcity of rigorous 

experimental or quasi-experimental studies evaluating peer counselling specifically for 

drug abuse prevention within Nigerian secondary schools; much of the available Nigerian 

evidence is correlational or descriptive in design, or, as in the case of Ezelote et al. (2024), 

focused on a related but distinct health domain. This points to a clear direction for future 

primary research: intervention studies that directly test the hypotheses proposed in section 

1.5 of this paper within the Nigerian secondary school context. 

 

7.0 Institutional and Programmatic Constraints on Peer Counselling Effectiveness 

Despite its theoretical promise and encouraging empirical signals, peer counselling, as 

practised in many Nigerian secondary schools, faces several constraints that limit its 

preventive effectiveness against drug abuse. Cuijpers' (2002a, 2002b) findings that 

programme design and fidelity of implementation matter more than facilitator type alone 

reinforce the conclusion that these institutional factors, rather than any inherent limitation 

of the peer counselling model, are the primary barriers to effectiveness. The principal 

constraints identified in the literature are discussed below. 
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7.1 Inadequate Training of Peer Counsellors 

Peer counsellors who receive only brief or superficial training are poorly equipped to 

provide the accurate, credible information that the health belief model identifies as 

necessary for shifting students' perceptions of risk. Sustained, structured training, 

consistent with the model demonstrated by Ezelote et al. (2024), in which knowledge gains 

were achieved and maintained over a twelve-week structured intervention, appears 

necessary for a meaningful and durable effect, rather than a single orientation session. 

 

7.2 Weak Supervision and Referral Pathways 

Where peer counsellors operate with minimal oversight from qualified guidance 

counsellors, programmes risk both diminished quality control and missed opportunities to 

refer students whose needs, such as signs of dependence or co-occurring mental health 

difficulties, exceed what a peer counsellor can appropriately address. Consistent 

supervision also provides peer counsellors themselves with support in managing the 

emotional demands of the role. 

 

7.3 Inconsistent Institutional Prioritisation and Funding 

Peer counselling programmes frequently compete with academic and administrative 

priorities for scarce school resources and are consequently under-funded and inconsistently 

sustained, a pattern that mirrors challenges documented more broadly in Nigerian tertiary 

education administration but is at least as acute at the secondary level, where dedicated 

counselling budgets are frequently absent altogether. 

 

7.4 Cultural and Attitudinal Barriers 

In some school communities, drug abuse remains a stigmatised topic that students, parents 

and even staff are reluctant to discuss openly, limiting both the willingness of students to 

engage with peer counsellors on the subject and the readiness of school administrators to 

prioritise visible programming in this area. Overcoming this barrier requires deliberate 

normalisation of open discussion about substance use risks as a legitimate and routine part 

of school life, rather than an exceptional or shameful topic. 

 

7.5 Monitoring and Evaluation Deficits 

A further constraint, closely related to the training and supervision deficits discussed 

above, is the general absence of systematic monitoring and evaluation of peer counselling 

programmes in Nigerian secondary schools. Where schools do not track programme 
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activities, participation rates, or outcome indicators over time, administrators lack the 

evidence base needed either to demonstrate the value of continued investment in peer 

counselling or to identify and correct specific weaknesses in programme delivery. This 

deficit also compounds the empirical gap identified in section six, since routine school-

level monitoring data, if collected and reported systematically, could substantially expand 

the evidence base available to researchers and policymakers without requiring dedicated 

external research funding. 

 

8.0 Limitations of the Review 

As a theoretical and empirical review rather than a primary data-collection study, this paper 

is subject to certain limitations that should inform how its conclusions are used. First, the 

Nigerian empirical literature on peer counselling specifically for drug abuse prevention 

remains limited, requiring the paper to draw partly on adjacent evidence, such as peer 

health education for HIV/AIDS knowledge, to illustrate relevant mechanisms; conclusions 

about drug abuse prevention specifically should therefore be treated as informed inferences 

rather than direct experimental findings. Second, the review is not a formal systematic 

review with pre-registered search protocols and quantitative meta-analysis; it is a narrative 

and integrative review designed to synthesise theory and evidence for practical and policy 

purposes. Third, cross-national comparisons between Nigerian and international evidence 

should be interpreted with caution given differences in school resourcing, cultural context, 

and the substances most commonly implicated in adolescent abuse across settings. 

 

9.0 Conclusion and Recommendations 

Peer counselling is theoretically well-grounded, drawing coherently on both social learning 

theory and the health belief model, and is supported by a growing, though still developing, 

body of empirical evidence that indicates its capacity to improve health-related knowledge 

and strengthen resistance to peer pressure among secondary school students. At the same 

time, the evidence base cautions against treating peer counselling as an automatically 

effective intervention: its success is contingent on programme quality, adequacy of training 

and supervision, and sustained institutional support. Schools and policymakers seeking to 

use peer counselling as a drug abuse prevention strategy should therefore invest 

deliberately in these programmatic foundations rather than relying on the peer-delivery 

format alone to produce results. 

Ultimately, the value of peer counselling lies not in the novelty of using peers as 

agents of health promotion, but in the disciplined, well-resourced implementation of that 
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idea. Where Nigerian secondary schools succeed in providing peer counsellors with 

genuine training, consistent supervision, and institutional standing comparable to other 

recognised student leadership roles, the theoretical and empirical evidence reviewed in this 

paper suggests that peer counselling can make a meaningful contribution to reducing the 

burden of drug abuse among adolescents, alongside, rather than instead of, the family, 

community and policy-level interventions that remain equally indispensable to 

comprehensive prevention. 

 

Based on the review, the following recommendations are made: 

i. School authorities should provide structured, ongoing training for peer counsellors, 

covering accurate drug-related health information, communication and referral 

skills, and the ethical boundaries of the peer counsellor role, delivered not as a 

single orientation but as a sustained programme with periodic refresher sessions, 

consistent with the durable knowledge gains demonstrated by Ezelote et al. (2024). 

ii. Guidance counsellors should provide consistent supervision of peer counselling 

activities, including regular debriefing sessions, documented referral pathways for 

students identified as at risk, and mechanisms for peer counsellors themselves to 

receive emotional support given the demanding nature of the role. 

iii. Peer counselling programmes should be integrated with, rather than treated as a 

substitute for, adult-led guidance and counselling services and broader school 

health education, consistent with the complementary strengths of peer-led and 

adult-led approaches identified by Cuijpers (2002b). 

iv. Ministries of education and school governing bodies should allocate dedicated 

resources and institutional recognition to peer counselling programmes to ensure 

their sustainability beyond an initial pilot or training phase and to protect them from 

being deprioritised relative to purely academic programming. 

v. Programme designers should tailor peer counselling content to local context, taking 

account of the rural-urban and socioeconomic variation in risk and protective 

factors documented by Ogunsola and Fatusi (2017), rather than applying a uniform 

national template without adaptation. 

vi. Researchers should prioritise rigorous intervention studies, including quasi-

experimental and randomised designs where feasible, that directly test the 

effectiveness of peer counselling for drug abuse prevention within Nigerian 

secondary schools, addressing the empirical gap identified in this review. 
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