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Abstract

This study examines school abductions in Northern Nigeria between 2014 and 2024, focusing on
the methods of capture, movement patterns, and operational evolution of bandit and insurgent
groups. The study adopts a qualitative research design based on content analysis of secondary
data obtained from academic publications, institutional reports, government documents, and
credible media sources. The analysis is anchored on Routine Activity Theory and Situational
Crime Prevention Theory. Findings reveal a significant transition from ideologically motivated
abductions associated with Boko Haram to economically motivated kidnappings conducted by
bandit groups. The study identifies recurring operational patterns, including nocturnal raids,
coordinated motorcycle mobility, exploitation of weak school security infrastructure, insider
intelligence, and the use of forest corridors such as Sambisa, Rugu, Kamuku, and Birnin Gwari
for concealment and ransom negotiations. The findings further demonstrate evidence of tactical
adaptation and operational learning among armed groups. The study argues that the persistence
of school abductions is facilitated by weak rural security structures, inadequate intelligence
coordination, environmental vulnerabilities, and limited guardianship around educational
institutions. The study recommends that reducing the incidence of school abductions requires
intelligence-led security operations, strengthened school protection mechanisms, enhanced
community participation in security, and sustained implementation of the Safe Schools Initiative.
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Introduction

The mass abduction of school children in Northern Nigeria has emerged as one of the most
persistent and distressing security phenomena of the 21st century in sub-Saharan Africa.
Between 2014 and 2024, thousands of students and teachers were kidnapped from educational
institutions by bandits and insurgents, disrupting education, traumatizing communities, and
undermining national security. This crisis, which began with the abduction of 276 girls from the
Government Girls Secondary School in Chibok, Borno State, on 14-15 April 2014 (Peter, 2024
& Zenn, 2014). This has evolved in frequency, geographic spread, and tactical sophistication
(Yusuf, 2021). Initially rooted in Boko Haram’s ideological opposition to Western education
reflected in the group’s name, Jama 'at Ahl as-Sunnah lid-Da ‘wah wa’l-Jihdad (People
Committed to the Propagation of the Prophet’s Teachings and Jihad), the abductions have since
been adopted by non-ideological bandit groups seeking financial gain through ransom and
territorial influence (ACCORD, 2022).

Scholars have emphasized that this evolution represents a shift from terror-driven abduction to
economically motivated kidnapping (Okoli & Ugwu, 2019, Okwori, 2024). The post-2019 surge
of bandit activities in states such as Zamfara, Katsina, Kaduna, and Niger reflects the growing
convergence between terrorism, organized crime, and communal violence. Between 2020 and
2024, incidents such as the Jangebe abduction of 279 girls (Zamfara, February 2021), the Kuriga
kidnapping of 280 pupils (Kaduna, March 2024) have underscored how the modus operandi of
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abductors has become increasingly standardized. The use of motorcycles, night-time raids, and
forest movement corridors typifies what this study identifies as the “capture—movement
dynamic.”

While existing studies have extensively examined the socio-economic, political, and security
drivers of kidnapping and banditry in Nigeria, limited attention has been devoted to
understanding the operational processes through which school abductions are executed.
Specifically, there remains insufficient scholarly attention to the methods of capture, movement
patterns, and tactical adaptations that enable perpetrators to conduct large-scale abductions
despite sustained military and security interventions such as Operation Lafiya Dole that turned
into Operation Hadarin Daji then to Operation Hadin Kai in the North East, and the creation of
Operation Fansan Yamma for North West.

Therefore, understanding the operational dynamics is important because effective prevention
strategies require more than identifying the causes of insecurity. They also require an
understanding of how perpetrators identify targets, gain access to educational facilities, move
victims across difficult terrain, and evade security forces. This study therefore examines the
methods of capture and movement employed in major school abductions between 2014 and 2024
and analyzes the operational evolution of armed groups involved in these attacks.

Finally, this study extends the growing body of scholarship on kidnapping and insecurity in
Nigeria by examining the dynamics of school abductions in the educational sector. The findings
underscore that effective counter-abduction measures require the integration of community
policing initiatives, strengthened rural intelligence networks, and the fortification of critical
educational infrastructure. In doing so, the study bridges the gap between academic inquiry and
policy formulation, providing actionable insights for national and subnational security actors
involved in the prevention and response to school-related security threats.

Statement of the Problem

School abduction has become one of the most persistent manifestations of the security crisis in
Northern Nigeria, and has made the education sector come under severe pressure as students and
children increasingly fear attending. The persistence of large-scale school abductions despite
military operations and other security interventions has weakened public confidence in the state's
ability to guarantee the safety of schools and protect citizens. It also raises important concerns
about the effectiveness of existing preventive and response measures.

Since the 2014 Chibok and 2018 Dapchi abductions, schools across the region have increasingly
come under attack by insurgent and bandit groups, resulting in prolonged disruption of academic
activities and the closure of educational institutions. The severity of these attacks has led the
Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack (GCPEA, 2022) to rank Nigeria among the
five countries most affected by attacks on education. Beyond the destruction of educational
infrastructure, these incidents have left survivors with deep psychological trauma, exposed girls
and children to heightened vulnerabilities, and contributed to rising school dropout rates. This
situation is likely to worsen Nigeria's already alarming out-of-school population, estimated by
UNICEF at over 20 million children (Sajoh, 2023). This is because many parents and guardians
now prefer to keep their children at home rather than expose them to the risk of abduction and
the financial burden of paying ransom

In Kaduna State, 121 students of Bethel Baptist High School were abducted, with a ransom of
MN250 million reportedly paid to secure their release, according to the President of the Nigeria
Baptist Convention, Reverend Dr. Israel Akanji (Awofadeji, 2022). Similarly, 23 students of
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Greenfield University, Kaduna, were kidnapped, and their parents reportedly paid N180 million
and provided 10 motorcycles before they regained their freedom (The Guardian, 30 May 2021).
Likewise, three final-year students of Ahmadu Bello University (ABU), abducted along the
Abuja—Kaduna Highway, were released only after their families collectively paid N5.5 million as
ransom (Daily Trust, August 30, 2019, cited in Okwori, 2021). Beyond the immediate security
implications, these incidents violate the right to education, undermine established child
protection standards, and worsen trauma, poverty, and displacement, forcing many affected
families to seek refuge in internally displaced persons (IDP) camps (Adeosun, 2023).

Existing and recent studies have attributed school abductions in Northern Nigeria to factors such
as weak governance, insecurity, poverty, armed banditry, youth unemployment, and the
proliferation of small arms (Verjee & Kwaja, 2021; Osimen & Daudu, 2022; Ebonine, 2022,
Okoli & Ugwu, 2019). While these studies provide important insights into the drivers, impacts,
and security implications of school abductions, they devote limited attention to the operational
methods through which these attacks are planned and executed. Consequently, there remains
insufficient understanding of how abductors gain access to schools, subdue victims, organize
movement, exploit terrain, and evade security forces during and after operations.

This knowledge gap raises important questions regarding the operational dynamics of school
abductions and the effectiveness of existing security responses. Addressing these questions is
necessary for developing evidence-based preventive strategies capable of reducing future
incidents.

Research Questions

The study seeks to answer the following questions:

1. What methods of capture are commonly employed during school abductions in Northern
Nigeria?

2. What movement patterns and logistical routes are used by abductors after capturing victims?

3. How have these methods evolved between 2014 and 2024?

4. What security vulnerabilities facilitate the persistence of school abductions in Northern
Nigeria?

Conceptual Clarification

Bandits

Armed non-state actors who operate primarily for economic gain through theft, extortion, and

kidnapping for ransom, without a clear ideological or political objective. Their emergence in

Nigeria’s North-West has been linked to resource competition, rural poverty, and weak law
enforcement (ACCORD, 2022).

Abduction

According to the Humanitarian Practice Network (2025), abduction refers to any illegal, forcible
capture of a person. The term is a broad one that encompasses different forms of unlawful
seizure, including kidnapping and hostage-taking, depending on the perpetrators’ objectives and
the circumstances surrounding the incident.

Methods of Capture
This refers to the specific tactics or operational strategies employed by offenders to seize,
overpower, or gain control of a victim in the course of an abduction, often involving the use of
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force, threat, deception, or coercion to remove the victim from their environment without consent
(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2014, Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2019).

Movement

For the purpose of this study, movement is defined as the logistical process of relocating
abducted victims from the site of capture to safe havens, typically forests, caves, or remote
settlements, for concealment, control, and subsequent negotiation or ransom purposes.

Northern Nigeria

Northern Nigeria is generally understood as the geographical and socio-political region
occupying the northern part of Nigeria, historically corresponding to the former Northern
Protectorate and later Northern Region under British colonial administration, encompassing
diverse ethnic nationalities united by shared historical and administrative experiences (Falola
Heaton, 2008).

Dynamics

In the context of this paper, according to Rogers, (2010), dynamics refers to the constantly
changing patterns, interactions, motivations, and operational methods that shape the occurrence
and evolution of a security phenomenon over time. Also, Mitchell, (1981) defines dynamics as
the forces, processes, and interactions that produce change within a conflict or security situation
over time.

Literature Review

The literature on school abductions in Northern Nigeria is organized around three broad
perspectives: ideological, structural, and operational explanations. While these perspectives
differ in their emphasis, they collectively explain why educational institutions have become
recurring targets of armed groups.

The ideological perspective associates school abductions with the insurgency led by Boko
Haram. Studies argue that attacks on schools reflected the group's rejection of Western education
and its broader objective of undermining state authority through intimidation, propaganda,
recruitment, and coercion (Walker, 2016; Matfess, 2017). Subsequent research, however,
indicates that the operational landscape has shifted from ideological violence towards
economically motivated kidnapping. Ebonine (2022) contends that ransom payments
transformed school abductions into a profitable criminal enterprise, particularly for armed bandit
groups operating in northwestern Nigeria.

A second body of literature attributes school abductions to structural weaknesses within the
Nigerian state. Ogbeide and Enabunene (2022) argue that weak governance, inadequate
protection of schools, rural insecurity, and socioeconomic deprivation have increased the
vulnerability of educational institutions. Similarly, Osimen and Daudu (2022) identify weak
security architecture, the proliferation of illicit arms, poor intelligence, and ineffective
governance as conditions that sustain repeated attacks on schools. From this perspective, school
abductions are symptomatic of broader institutional and governance failures.

The operational dimension has received comparatively less scholarly attention. Verjee and
Kwaja (2021) observe that attacks are typically preceded by reconnaissance and intelligence
gathering, suggesting that perpetrators exploit local knowledge and existing security
vulnerabilities. Although this insight highlights the organized nature of school abductions,
empirical evidence on how victims are captured, moved, and transported remains limited.
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Overall, the existing literature has concentrated on the causes, consequences, and policy
responses to school abductions, with limited attention to their operational execution. In
particular, the methods of capture, movement patterns, and the evolution of perpetrators' tactics
remain insufficiently examined. This study addresses that gap by analyzing the operational
methods employed during school abductions in Northern Nigeria between 2014 and 2024.

Theoretical Framework

The study is anchored on Routine Activity Theory (RAT) proposed by Cohen and Felson (1979),
which posits that a crime occurs when three elements converge in time and space: a motivated
offender, a suitable target, and the absence of a capable guardian. This framework is instrumental
in explaining how school abductions persist in Northern Nigeria’s rural and semi-urban
environments. In this context, motivated offenders are the armed bandits and insurgent groups
driven by ransom, control, or ideological motives. Suitable targets are unprotected students and
teachers, particularly in boarding schools with minimal security infrastructure. Absence of
capable guardians refers to inadequate state presence, poorly trained security guards, and
ineffective surveillance systems.

RAT emphasizes opportunity as a key determinant of criminal activity. As noted by Felson
(2006), environments characterized by low guardianship and high target accessibility experience
higher crime incidence. Applying this to school abductions, the convergence of poorly protected
institutions, predictable routines, and delayed response from law enforcement creates ideal
conditions for abductions.

Situational Crime Prevention Theory (SCPT)

To strengthen analytical depth, this study integrates the Situational Crime Prevention Theory
(Clarke, 1997), which focuses on reducing opportunities for crime by manipulating
environmental conditions. SCPT identifies measures such as increasing risks to offenders,
reducing rewards, and enhancing guardianship. When applied to school abductions, situational
prevention entails: Fortifying school perimeters through fencing, lighting, and surveillance;
Implementing rapid response mechanisms with local security volunteers; and establishing real-
time coordination between communities and security agencies. As Okwori (2024) observed in
his doctoral research on kidnapping for ransom, “operational opportunity reduction” is as crucial
as intelligence gathering in deterring organized criminal acts. The synergy between RAT and
SCPT therefore provides a dual explanatory and prescriptive framework: while RAT explains
why abductions occur, SCPT informs how preventive measures should be structured.

Table 1: Theoretical Framework and Analytical Variables

Theory Variable Application to School Abduction
Routine Activity Theory Motivated Offenders Bandits and insurgents

Routine Activity Theory Suitable Targets Students and teachers

Routine Activity Theory Absence of Guardians Weak security infrastructure
Situational Crime Prevention | Increase Risk Surveillance and patrols

Theory

Sir;[uational Crime Prevention | Increase Effort Fencing and access control
Theory
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Situational Crime Prevention | Reduce Opportunities Early warning systems
Theory

Relevance of the Theoretical Framework

These theories jointly illuminate the relationship between environmental vulnerabilities and
operational dynamics. They demonstrate that the persistence of school abductions is not solely
due to criminal intent but also to spatial and structural permissiveness. By applying these
frameworks, the study transcends descriptive analysis and provides an interpretive model capable
of guiding pragmatic security reforms.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research design based on documentary content analysis. The
approach is appropriate because it enables the systematic examination of documented incidents
of school abduction where direct field access is constrained by insecurity. Data were obtained
from peer-reviewed journal articles, institutional reports, government documents, security
assessments, and credible media publications. A purposive sampling technique was employed to
select documents directly relevant to school abductions in Northern Nigeria between 2014 and
2024.

The inclusion criteria consisted of, documented school abduction incidents occurring in Northern
Nigeria, academic and institutional publications addressing kidnapping, banditry, and
educational insecurity, and sources published between 2014 and 2024. Data were analyzed using
thematic content analysis. Information extracted from the documents was coded under four
major themes such as methods of capture, movement patterns, security vulnerabilities, and
operational evolution. The study period begins in 2014 because the Chibok abduction marked a
turning point in the emergence of large-scale school abductions in Nigeria and concludes in 2024
to ensure reliance on completed and verifiable incident data.

Result of Findings

The findings of this study are derived from qualitative analysis of documented abduction cases
between 2014 and 2024, revealing distinct patterns in both methods of capture and movement
dynamics. The analysis underscores that while Boko Haram initiated the phenomenon as an
ideological act, non-ideological bandit groups later adopted and adapted these methods for
financial and territorial purposes. Over time, abductions have become operationally standardized,
strategically calculated, and tactically consistent across Northern Nigeria.
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Table 2: Overview of Major School Abduction Incidents in Northern Nigeria (2014 — 2024)

Year | Location/School Group No. of | Method of | Movement  /
Involved Victims Capture Destination

2014 | Government Girls | Boko Haram | 276 girls Night raid on | Sambisa Forest,
Secondary School, dormitories using | Borno State
Chibok (Borno State) armed vehicles and

motorcycles

2018 | Government Girls | Boko Haram | 110 girls Armed assault | Kanamma
Science and Technical | (ISWAP using Hilux trucks; | forest and Lake
College, Dapchi (Yobe | faction) minimal resistance | Chad axis
State) from security

2020 | Government  Science | Armed 344 boys Coordinated night | Zamfara forest
Secondary School, | bandits ambush; shooting | hideouts
Kankara (Katsina State) | linked to into air to scare

Ansaru guards

2021 | Government Girls | Armed 279 girls Pre-dawn raid; | Suburbs of
Secondary School, | bandits mass herding into | Dansadau forest
Jangebe (Zamfara trucks and
State) motorcycles

2021 | Bethel Baptist High | Armed 121 students | Early-morning Kujama forest
School, Maraban Rido | Bandits siege; shooting | near Chikun
(Kaduna State) sporadically LGA

2024 | LEA  Primary and | Armed 287  pupils | Armed men | Forest along
Junior Secondary | bandits and teachers | stormed school | Chikun —Birnin
School, Kuriga around 8 a.m. Gwari corridor
(Kaduna State)

Source: Author’s compilation, 2024
Discussion of Findings

Table 2 illustrates that most abductions occur at night or early dawn, exploiting the absence of
active guardianship and poor illumination. The use of motorcycles for rapid entry and exit and
the targeting of dormitories are consistent across incidents, reinforcing the operational logic of
surprise, speed, and spatial advantage.

Methods of Capture
Night-Time and Early-Morning Attacks

The analysis indicates that night-time and early-morning attacks constitute the most common
method of capture. Incidents such as Chibok (2014), Kankara (2020), Jangebe (2021), and Bethel
Baptist School (2021) occurred during periods when students were asleep or when security
vigilance was minimal. This strategy provides perpetrators with significant tactical advantages,
including reduced visibility, delayed response from security agencies, and heightened
psychological confusion among victims. The timing of attacks reflects deliberate planning aimed
at maximizing operational success while minimizing resistance.

Use of Armed Intimidation and Psychological Dominance

Another recurring feature is the use of heavily armed personnel to establish immediate
dominance over victims and local security personnel. Attackers frequently fire warning shots,
surround school premises, and issue threats to discourage resistance. The objective is not
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necessarily to engage in prolonged confrontation but rather to create fear and confusion that
facilitate rapid control of victims. This pattern is evident in the Kankara, Jangebe, and Kuriga
incidents.

Exploitation of Weak Security Infrastructure

The findings indicate that perpetrators deliberately target schools with inadequate security
arrangements. Many affected institutions lacked perimeter fencing, surveillance systems, rapid
response mechanisms, or trained security personnel. This vulnerability aligns with the
assumptions of Routine Activity Theory, which emphasizes that crime is more likely to occur
where capable guardianship is absent.

Motorcycle-Based Operational Mobility

A notable operational evolution is the increased reliance on motorcycles. While earlier incidents
involved the extensive use of trucks and utility vehicles, more recent attacks demonstrate a
preference for motorcycles because of their ability to navigate difficult terrain, avoid roadblocks,
and facilitate rapid dispersal. Motorcycles also support swarm tactics, whereby multiple groups
converge simultaneously from different directions, overwhelming local security arrangements.
This pattern was evident in Kankara (2020), Jangebe (2021), and Kuriga (2024), where abductors
arrived in convoys of 50-100 motorcycles (Ibekwe, Alabi, Adebayo, & Sanni 2021).

Movement Dynamics
Use of Forest Corridors

The analysis reveals that abductors consistently utilize forest corridors for movement and
concealment. Forests such as Sambisa, Rugu, Kamuku, Birnin Gwari, Dansadau, and Shiroro-
Rafi serve as operational sanctuaries due to their vast size, difficult terrain, and limited
government presence. These environments provide natural cover and enable abductors to evade
military pursuit while maintaining control over hostages.

Sequential and Fragmented Movement

The findings indicate that abductors often divide victims into smaller groups during movement.
This strategy reduces visibility and complicates rescue operations. Evidence from the Chibok
and Kuriga incidents suggests that captives were transported through multiple routes and
temporary holding locations before reaching final destinations. Such fragmentation enhances
operational flexibility and reduces the likelihood of mass interception.

Exploitation of Ungoverned Spaces

Movement patterns demonstrate extensive use of ungoverned and poorly monitored spaces
between states. These areas often lack effective security presence and provide safe passage for
armed groups. The existence of interconnected forest belts across Kaduna, Katsina, Zamfara,
Niger, and Kebbi States enhances the mobility of abductors and weakens the effectiveness of
conventional security responses.

Movement and Ransom Negotiation

Movement is not solely intended to evade capture. It also serves economic objectives by
relocating victims to secure locations where ransom negotiations can be conducted with minimal
interference. Captives are often held in remote camps that are accessible to intermediaries but
difficult for security agencies to locate. This pattern reinforces the economic logic underpinning
contemporary school abductions.
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Analysis of Findings

The findings support the central assumptions of Routine Activity Theory. Across all incidents
examined, abductions occurred where motivated offenders encountered suitable targets in the
absence of capable guardians. Schools located in remote areas with limited security
infrastructure were particularly vulnerable to attack.

The findings also support Situational Crime Prevention Theory. The recurrence of attacks against
poorly protected schools suggests that environmental vulnerabilities significantly influence the
success of abduction operations. Weak perimeter security, inadequate surveillance systems, and
delayed response mechanisms create opportunities that armed groups exploit.

A major finding of the study is the operational continuity between insurgent and bandit groups.
Although Boko Haram initially used school abductions as part of an ideological campaign
against Western education, subsequent bandit groups adopted similar tactics for economic
purposes. This demonstrates a process of tactical diffusion whereby successful operational
methods are replicated irrespective of underlying motivations.

However, the findings also indicate that environmental vulnerabilities alone do not fully explain
the persistence of school abductions. Several attempted attacks in Northern Nigeria have
reportedly failed due to community resistance, rapid military intervention, and timely
intelligence sharing. This suggests that effective guardianship can significantly alter operational
outcomes and reduce the likelihood of successful abductions.

Comparatively, the study argue that similar patterns have been observed in other conflict-
affected regions. In Somalia, armed groups have targeted educational institutions for strategic
and ideological reasons. In parts of Mexico, criminal organizations employ kidnapping primarily
for economic gain. However, the Nigerian experience is distinctive because of the convergence
of insurgency, banditry, and extensive forest-based mobility networks that facilitate large-scale
movement of victims.

The findings further highlight the importance of geography in shaping criminal opportunities.
Forest corridors function as operational enablers by providing concealment, mobility, and
logistical support. Consequently, efforts aimed at reducing school abductions must address not
only offender motivations but also the environmental conditions that facilitate criminal
operations.

Conclusion

This study examined school abductions by bandits in Northern Nigeria between 2014 and 2024,
with particular emphasis on methods of capture, movement patterns, and operational evolution.
Using a qualitative content analysis of documented incidents and secondary sources, the study
explored how abductors execute attacks, relocate victims, and adapt their tactics over time.

The findings reveal that school abductions have evolved from predominantly ideologically
motivated operations associated with Boko Haram to economically motivated kidnappings
conducted by bandit groups. Common operational characteristics include night-time attacks,
reliance on motorcycles for mobility, exploitation of weak security infrastructure, and the use of
forest corridors for concealment and negotiation. The findings further demonstrate evidence of
tactical learning and adaptation among armed groups.

The study concludes that the persistence of school abductions is facilitated by the convergence of
motivated offenders, vulnerable educational institutions, inadequate guardianship, and
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environmental conditions that favour offender mobility. Addressing these vulnerabilities requires
preventive security strategies that combine physical protection, intelligence-led interventions,
and community-based security mechanisms.

Recommendations
Based on the findings of the study, the following recommendations are made;

i. Strengthen School Security Infrastructure: Government should prioritize the provision of
perimeter fencing, surveillance systems, security lighting, and controlled access points in
schools located within high-risk areas.

ii. Enhance Intelligence Gathering and Information Sharing: Security agencies should
improve intelligence collection and strengthen coordination mechanisms between federal,
state, and community-based security actors.

iii. Expand the Safe Schools Initiative: Existing Safe Schools programmes should be
extended to vulnerable communities, particularly those located near major forest
corridors.

iv. Strengthen Community-Based Security Mechanisms: Community participation in early
warning systems and local security initiatives should be enhanced through structured
collaboration with security agencies.

v. Improve Surveillance of Forest Corridors: Government should deploy technological
surveillance tools, including aerial monitoring and geospatial intelligence, to monitor
major forest routes frequently used by abductors.

vi. Promote Further Research: Additional empirical studies should be conducted on
operational patterns, rescue strategies, and post-abduction recovery processes to support
evidence-based policy development.
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