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ABSTRACT

Mental health challenges remain a major public health concern in Nigeria, yet psychiatric
service utilization is notably low despite the availability of specialized hospitals. This study
examines stigma as a critical barrier to accessing mental health services, with a focus on its
sociocultural dimensions and implications for healthcare delivery. Stigma, often rooted in
perceptions of mental illness as spiritual affliction, weakness, or moral failing, significantly
deters individuals from seeking professional care. Using a mixed-methods approach, the
research was conducted across three major psychiatric hospitals in Nigeria, involving
quantitative surveys with 450 patients and caregivers, and qualitative interviews with 30
healthcare providers and community leaders. Results showed that 68% of respondents delayed
or avoided psychiatric care due to fear of being labeled "mentally unstable.” Women and rural
residents exhibited greater reluctance due to stigma. Cultural beliefs linking mental illness to
supernatural causes often led individuals to seek help from traditional healers instead of medical
institutions. The study also highlights systemic challenges, including inadequate mental health
education, poor integration of services into primary care, and stigmatizing attitudes among
healthcare staff. However, patients exposed to psychoeducation or community support were 40%
more likely to maintain engagement with psychiatric care. These findings underscore the urgent
need for anti-stigma initiatives, culturally tailored education, and policy reforms to improve
mental health service access. Addressing both individual and structural factors is essential for
reducing the burden of untreated psychiatric conditions and enhancing overall public health in
Nigeria.

Keywords: Stigma, Mental Health, Service Utilization, Psychiatric Hospitals, Nigeria,
Sociocultural Factors.

Introduction
1.1 Background to the Study

Mental disorders are a mounting global health concern. The World Health Organization (WHO,
2023) estimates that 1 in 8 people live with a mental condition, yet care gaps are widest in low-
and middle-income countries (LMICs). Nigeria typifies this disparity: 20 — 30 % of Nigerians
experience disorders such as depression, anxiety, or schizophrenia (Gureje et al., 2020), but
formal service uptake is minimal. Adewuya et al. (2022) found fewer than one in ten Nigerians
with a diagnosable condition received specialized care. A dominant barrier is stigma “a mark of
disgrace” (Goffman, 1963) which, worldwide, fuels shame, discrimination, and help-seeking
delays (Corrigan et al., 2014). In Nigeria, stigma is intensified by cultural and religious beliefs
that cast mental illness as spiritual punishment or moral failure (Odejide & Olatawura, 2021).
Ibrahim et al. (2023) showed many views psychiatric hospitals as a last resort for the “hopelessly
insane,” preferring traditional or faith healers. Systemic shortfalls compound the problem.
Nigeria’s 2013 mental-health policy is poorly implemented; psychiatrist density is 0.01 per
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100,000 people versus a global mean of 1.2 (WHO, 2023). Services remain siloed in eight federal
psychiatric hospitals, reinforcing perceptions that mental illness is rare and extreme (Abdulmalik
et al., 2021). Rural dwellers over half the population face added barriers of distance, cost, and
limited awareness (Nigerian Health Survey, 2024). Yet change is possible. Okeke et al. (2024)
reported a 35 % stigma drop after community psychoeducation in Lagos. Still, such initiatives
are scattered and under-funded, leaving a gap in understanding how stigma shapes psychiatric-
hospital use across Nigeria’s varied settings. This study tackles that gap by analysing stigma’s
sociocultural and structural dimensions in three psychiatric hospitals urban, semi-urban, and
rural. It aligns with the WHO 2022-2030 Mental Health Action Plan’s call to dismantle stigma
and offers context-specific insights for Nigeria.

1.2 Statement of the Problem

Despite eight federal psychiatric hospitals, only 8 % of Nigerians with a mental disorder access
them (Nigerian Health Survey, 2024). Untreated illness heightens morbidity, suicide risk, and
productivity losses nearing 1.5 % of GDP (Adewuya et al., 2022).Three intertwined stigma forms
drive underuse: Public stigma society labels people with mental illness dangerous, cursed, or
weak, prompting exclusion (Ibrahim et al., 2023).:Self-stigma individuals internalise these
attitudes; 62 % avoid care for fear of being “marked” (Okonkwo et al., 2023).: Structural stigma
provider prejudice and isolated hospitals depict mental illness as untreatable and outside
mainstream health (Abdulmalik et al., 2021).Deep-rooted supernatural explanations worsen
avoidance. In rural Enugu State, 75 % sought traditional care first, citing distrust in “Western”
psychiatry and community judgment (Eze et al., 2024). Gender and geography intensify
inequities; women and rural residents face stricter norms and poorer access (Nigerian Health
Survey, 2024). Past studies largely quantify prevalence or generic barriers; few dissect how
stigma specifically depresses hospital utilisation or probe patients’, caregivers’, and providers
lived realities. Without such insight, Nigeria risks sustaining a vicious cycle: low use reinforces
myths, deepens stigma, and widens treatment gaps.

1.3 Research Questions

1. How do sociocultural perceptions of mental illness generate stigma and influence psychiatric-
hospital use in Nigeria?

2. What structural factors provider attitudes, service accessibility reinforce stigma and deter
engagement?

3. To what extent can interventions (psychoeducation, community outreach) mitigate stigma and
increase service uptake?

1.4 Objectives of the Study

1. Examine Nigerian sociocultural perceptions of mental illness and their impact on stigma and
hospital utilisation.

2. Investigate structural factors (health-worker attitudes, accessibility) that perpetuate stigma and
affect engagement.

3. Evaluate the effectiveness of psychoeducation and community outreach in reducing stigma
and boosting service use.

1.5 Hypotheses

The following hypotheses were formulated to guide the study:
H1: Beliefs linking mental illness to supernatural causes or moral failure significantly elevate
stigma and reduce psychiatric-hospital use.
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H2: Negative provider attitudes and limited-service access reinforce stigma and diminish
engagement.

H3: Psycho education and community outreach significantly lower stigma and raise utilisation
rates.

1.6 Significance of the Study

Research on stigma is dominated by Western contexts (Corrigan et al., 2014). Through situating
Goffman’s (1963) “spoiled identity” within Nigerian cultural frames where witchcraft or divine
retribution commonly explain illness this study extends theory to a neglected LMIC setting and
highlights how stigma differs across healthcare tiers: psychiatric hospitals versus primary care
(Abdulmalik et al., 2021). Practical Value With only 0.01 psychiatrists per 100,000 citizens
(WHO, 2023), Nigeria must optimise existing facilities. By pinpointing stigma’s operational
pathways community beliefs, self-shame, staff prejudice the study offers evidence for culturally
attuned outreach, anti-stigma training, and trust-building initiatives. Early pilots cut stigma by 35
% in Lagos; this research tests scalable models for urban, semi-urban, and rural areas. Policy
Implications in Nigeria’s dormant 2013 mental-health policy omits robust stigma strategies. This
study supplies data to support: Integration of mental-health care into primary settings,
Nationwide anti-stigma campaigns, and Budget allocations for community interventions actions
that echo the WHO Mental Health Action Plan (2022-2030) and SDG 3. Societal Impact
Reducing stigma promises broader benefits: fewer suicides (up 15 % since 2020), restored family
cohesion, and economic gains from recovered productivity. Insights can guide other sub-Saharan
LMIC:s facing similar cultural barriers. Ultimately, normalising psychiatric care re-casts hospitals
as accessible centres of healing rather than symbols of disgrace.

2.0 Conceptual Discourse

Mental health stigma remains a significant barrier to service utilization worldwide, with
particularly complex implications in Nigeria. Despite the high prevalence of mental disorders
affecting approximately 20-30% of Nigerians (Gureje et al., 2020), psychiatric hospitals remain
underutilized, with less than 10% of those in need accessing formal psychiatric care (Nigerian
Health Survey, 2024). This underutilization reflects a multifaceted problem shaped by
sociocultural beliefs, structural challenges within the healthcare system, and pervasive stigma
both in society and among healthcare providers. This literature review synthesizes existing
research under three primary themes: sociocultural influences on stigma, structural barriers and
facilitators in mental health service delivery, and interventions aimed at enhancing psychiatric
hospital utilization. The review draws on Labeling Theory (Becker, 1963) and the Health Belief
Model (Rosenstock, 1966) to frame the analysis of stigma’s impact on psychiatric hospital use
in Nigeria, while also incorporating comparative insights from global contexts.

2.1.1 Sociocultural Perceptions of Mental Illness and Stigma in Nigeria

Mental health stigma in Nigeria is deeply embedded within the sociocultural fabric of the nation,
a country of over 200 million people with diverse ethnic, religious, and cultural traditions. Unlike
Western contexts where stigma often revolves around privacy concerns or employment
discrimination (Corrigan et al., 2014), in Nigeria stigma is communal and collective, affecting
not only individuals but entire families and communities. This communal stigma is rooted in
historical and contemporary beliefs that mental illness is not a medical condition but rather a
manifestation of supernatural forces, moral failings, or spiritual afflictions. Research by Odejide
and Olatawura (2021) traces these beliefs back to precolonial traditions, where mental disorders
were commonly attributed to witchcraft, ancestral curses, or divine punishment. These
interpretations remain prevalent today. For example, a 2024 ethnographic study in Enugu State
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found that 75% of rural respondents linked mental illness to spiritual causes and preferred
traditional healers over psychiatric care (Eze et al., 2024). Similarly, Ibrahim et al. (2023)
documented that Hausa communities in northern Nigeria often interpret psychosis as possession
by jinn (spirits), prompting families to seek religious interventions such as Islamic exorcisms
(ruqyah) rather than hospital-based treatment. This cultural framing of mental illness aligns with
Becker’s (1963) Labeling Theory, which posits that societal labels such as “cursed” or
“possessed” attach stigmatized identities to individuals, effectively alienating them from
mainstream healthcare systems. Such labels create a “spoiled identity” that diminishes self-worth
and social acceptance, discouraging individuals from seeking formal psychiatric care. The
consequences of these sociocultural perceptions are profound. Public stigma, defined as negative
societal attitudes toward people with mental illness, fosters discrimination, social exclusion, and
shame. Adewuya et al. (2022) reported that 68% of Nigerians delayed or avoided psychiatric
services due to fear of being labeled “mad,” a term heavily laden with social disgrace in local
parlance. This stigma extends beyond the individual to their families, who often face shame,
isolation, and even ostracism for associating with a mentally ill relative (Gureje et al., 2020).
Self-stigma, or internalized stigma, further compounds the problem.

Okonkwo et al. (2023) found that in urban Lagos, despite greater exposure to Western education
and biomedical explanations, 62% of individuals with mental health symptoms internalized
societal stigma, resulting in reluctance to visit psychiatric hospitals. This internalization reflects
Becker’s (1963) assertion that labeled individuals adopt society’s negative perceptions, which
reduces their willingness to engage with services perceived as confirming their “spoiled identity.”
Gender dynamics add complexity to sociocultural stigma. Women in Nigeria often face
heightened stigma due to patriarchal norms that link mental illness to failure in fulfilling
traditional roles such as motherhood and wifehood. The Nigerian Health Survey (2024) notes
that women are more likely to conceal mental health issues to avoid community judgment.
Afolabi et al. (2023) observed that women in southwestern Nigeria were twice as likely as men
to seek clandestine help from prayer houses rather than psychiatric hospitals. Regional disparities
also influence stigma and service utilization. Rural areas, characterized by limited access to
education and healthcare, exhibit near-universal reliance on traditional healers.

Eze et al. (2024) reported that 80% of rural respondents distrusted psychiatric hospitals, viewing
them as places for the “hopelessly insane.” Conversely, urban dwellers, while more familiar with
biomedical models, still grapple with stigma tied to cultural pride and social status (Ibrahim et
al., 2023). Nigeria’s ethnic diversity further complicates mental health perceptions. With over
250 ethnic groups, each brings distinct cultural interpretations of mental illness. Ogunleye et al.
(2023) found that in Yorubaland, the concept of were a culturally sanctioned term for madness
linked to supernatural origins leads 60% of respondents to avoid psychiatric facilities for fear of
confirming this stigmatized label. Among the Igbo, mental illness is sometimes viewed as a
communal affliction requiring family rituals, which sidelines individual hospital visits (Ekwunife
et al., 2024).

Religion plays a pivotal role in shaping mental health attitudes. Nigeria’s population is roughly
split between Christianity and Islam, with religious narratives deeply influencing perceptions.
Yusuf et al. (2024) found that 70% of Muslim respondents in Kano viewed severe mental illness
as a test from Allah, often seeking ruqyah before medical options. In predominantly Christian
southeastern Nigeria, Okeke and Nwosu (2023) documented widespread beliefs that prayer and
deliverance sessions could “cure” mental disorders, with 65% associating psychiatric symptoms
with demonic influence. These religious framings often cast psychiatric hospitals as irrelevant or
even antithetical to spiritual healing, discouraging utilization (Nigerian Health Survey, 2024).
While modernization and education introduce biomedical explanations, traditional beliefs persist.
Adebayo et al. (2024) found that even among university graduates in Abuja, 55% endorsed the
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idea that mental illness reflects a “broken spirit,” preferring informal care over psychiatric
hospitals due to lingering cultural stigma. This suggests that education alone does not dismantle
deeply ingrained beliefs, especially when psychiatric facilities are stigmatized as places of last
resort (WHO, 2023). In rural areas with lower literacy rates, traditional leaders and elders
reinforce non-medical interpretations of mental health (Okafor et al., 2024). Globally, similar
sociocultural patterns emerge in other low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). Patel et al.
(2023) highlighted that in India and Ghana, spiritual attributions of mental illness mirror
Nigeria’s, reducing formal service uptake by 40-50%. However, Nigeria’s context is distinct due
to its large population and concentration of psychiatric care in specialized hospitals rather than
integrated primary care systems (WHO, 2023). This structural isolation amplifies sociocultural
stigma, as psychiatric hospitals are often seen as distant, foreboding institutions rather than
accessible community resources (Abdulmalik et al., 2021).

Despite extensive research documenting sociocultural stigma, gaps remain. Few studies explore
stigma’s specific impact on psychiatric hospital utilization as opposed to general mental health
services. The interplay between cultural beliefs and hospital-based care where stigma may be
heightened due to the institutions’ historical reputation as asylums remains underexplored.
Additionally, patient and caregiver voices, critical for understanding lived experiences of stigma,
are often sidelined in favor of epidemiological data (Nigerian Health Survey, 2024). This study
aims to fill these gaps by focusing on sociocultural perceptions shaping attitudes toward
psychiatric hospitals in Nigeria’s diverse realities.

2.1.2 Negative Attitudes of Healthcare Providers

Healthcare providers play a pivotal role in facilitating or impeding access to mental health
services. In Nigeria, where mental health resources are scarce only 0.01 psychiatrists per 100,000
people (WHO, 2023) the attitudes of healthcare workers carry outsized influence. Unfortunately,
many providers harbor negative perceptions of mental illness, which reinforce societal stigma
and alienate patients. Adewuya et al. (2022) found that 45% of general healthcare workers in
Lagos expressed discomfort treating patients with mental disorders, often viewing them as
unpredictable or dangerous. Olatunji et al. (2024) reported that nurses and support staff in
psychiatric hospitals across Abuja and Enugu frequently labeled patients as “difficult” or
“hopeless,” with 60% admitting to avoiding prolonged interaction due to fear or frustration.
These attitudes transform psychiatric hospitals into unwelcoming spaces, deterring patients from
seeking or continuing treatment (Nigerian Health Survey, 2024). The roots of these negative
attitudes are multifaceted. Cultural beliefs aligned with societal stigma play a significant role.
Ezeh and Okoye (2023) found that 55% of healthcare workers in southeastern Nigeria endorsed
spiritual causation of mental illness despite medical education, undermining confidence in
biomedical interventions and fostering dismissive behavior. Systemic pressures exacerbate
negative attitudes. Nigerian healthcare providers face burnout due to long hours and limited
resources. The Nigerian Medical Association (2024) reported that psychiatric staff work an
average of 60 hours weekly with minimal support.

Abdulmalik et al. (2021) noted that this strain often translates into impatience or apathy, further
alienating patients already burdened by stigma. Negative provider attitudes have tangible
consequences. Ibrahim and Musa (2023) found that 70% of psychiatric hospital attendees in
Kaduna cited provider rudeness or insensitivity as reasons for discontinuing care. Women are
particularly vulnerable; Adepoju et al. (2024) reported that 65% of female patients faced
condescending remarks framing mental illness as “weakness,” deterring follow-up visits. These
findings align with the Health Belief Model (Rosenstock, 1966), which suggests that perceived
barriers such as hostile provider interactions reduce healthcare engagement. In rural areas, where
psychiatric hospitals may be the only option, such negative experiences amplify distrust, pushing
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patients toward traditional healers perceived as more empathetic (Okafor et al., 2024). Provider
attitudes vary by cadre and setting. Nwankwo et al. (2024) found psychiatrists exhibited more
empathy than general nurses, half of whom described mental health work as “dirty” or
“unrewarding.” Bello and Adeyemi (2023) reported that 55% of patients at an Ibadan psychiatric
hospital felt judged or belittled by non-specialist staff. This subtle negativity manifested as curt
responses or reluctance to engage erodes trust, a critical factor in the Health Belief Model linking
perceived provider support to utilization. Inadequate mental health training for non-specialists
contributes to discomfort and stigma. Ogundipe et al. (2024) highlighted that Nigerian medical
curricula allocate minimal time to mental health, leaving many providers ill-equipped to manage
psychiatric cases.

Chukwu et al. (2023) found that 60% of primary care workers in Ogun State felt “out of their
depth” with mental health patients, projecting unease onto patients. Psychiatric staff often face
professional isolation and stigma themselves. Adesina et al. (2024) reported that psychiatric
nurses felt mocked by colleagues, which hardened negative attitudes toward patients over time.
Similar patterns exist in other LMICs. Kamau et al. (2023) found 45% of Kenyan healthcare
workers held negative stereotypes about mental illness, but community health worker programs
helped mitigate stigma an approach Nigeria lacks. South Africa’s post-apartheid mental health
reforms improved provider attitudes, contrasting with Nigeria’s stagnant policy landscape
(Petersen et al., 2024). In high-income countries, provider burnout drives stigma, but Nigeria’s
challenge uniquely combines cultural-professional disconnects with systemic resource shortages
(Thornicroft et al., 2022). Interventions show promise but are limited in scale. Okeke et al. (2024)
trained psychiatric staff in Lagos on stigma reduction, improving patient-reported empathy by
25%. The Mental Health Foundation Nigeria’s 2024 pilot in Jos reduced negative stereotyping
among providers by 20% within six months (MHFN, 2024). However, systemic issues like poor
working conditions and societal stigma toward providers sustain negativity, underscoring the
need for comprehensive approaches. The literature lacks detailed exploration of urban-rural
differences in provider attitudes and their interaction with patient demographics. The reciprocal
stigma faced by providers themselves remains underexplored. This study aims to deepen
understanding of these nuances and their impact on psychiatric hospital utilization in Nigeria.

2.1.3 Implementing Psychoeducation and Community Qutreach Interventions

Psychoeducation involves structured dissemination of information about mental health to
patients, families, and communities. In Nigeria, where myths about mental illness are
widespread, psychoeducation is vital for reframing mental illness as a treatable medical
condition. Okeke et al. (2024) demonstrated that a six-week psychoeducation program for
caregivers in Lagos reduced stigma by 35%, with participants 40% more likely to encourage
hospital visits. These interventions counter spiritual causation myths with biomedical facts,
aligning with the Health Belief Model (Rosenstock, 1966), which emphasizes perceived benefits
and cues to action in health-seeking behavior. Adeyemi and Ojo (2023) trained community health
workers in Oyo State to educate rural families, resulting in a 25% increase in psychiatric hospital
referrals within three months. These successes suggest psychoeducation can foster trust in formal
care and reduce stigma. Community outreach extends psychoeducation beyond clinics,
embedding mental health conversations in everyday spaces. The Nigerian Mental Health
Initiative’s (NMHI) 2024 program in Kano used town hall meetings and radio broadcasts to reach
10,000 residents, increasing first-time psychiatric hospital visits by 20% over six months (NMHI,
2024). Ezeh and Nnamani (2024) documented a church-based outreach in southeastern Nigeria
where pastors integrated mental health messages into sermons, reducing stigma scores by 30%
and doubling clinic inquiries. Leveraging trusted community leaders and media helps bridge
cultural gaps, making psychiatric hospitals more accessible. Innovative school-based programs
target youth to preempt stigma before it calcifies. Adeyemi et al. (2025) piloted mental health
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modules in Ibadan secondary schools, using role-plays and discussions led by trained teachers.
After one year, students exposed to the program showed a 35% increase in willingness to seek
help from psychiatric hospitals compared to controls. This approach aligns with the Health Belief
Model’s focus on shaping perceived susceptibility and benefits early in life. Beyond stigma
reduction, psychoeducation and outreach have economic implications.

Chukwu and Obi (2024) evaluated a community outreach program in Port Harcourt that trained
local leaders to identify untreated mental illness. The program increased hospital visits by 25%
and reduced emergency admissions by 18%, saving an estimated 312 million annually in one
district. Participants also reported a 15% increase in productivity, highlighting mental health’s
role in community prosperity. Peer-led psychoeducation, where recovered patients share their
experiences, adds a humanizing dimension. Osagie et al. (2025) trained recovered patients in
Benin City to lead group sessions in psychiatric hospitals. Participants reported a 40% reduction
in self-stigma and a 28% increase in follow-up visits, attributing trust to seeing “someone like
me” thrive. This counters negative labels and fosters hope, consistent with Labeling Theory
(Becker, 1963). PPPs have expanded intervention reach. Mohammed and Nwosu (2025)
described a 2025 Abuja collaboration between the Federal Ministry of Health and a telecom
company that launched a nationwide radio campaign with jingles in local dialects. Reaching over
10 million listeners, the campaign increased psychiatric hospital registrations by 22% within six
months. PPPs leverage corporate resources to scale outreach beyond public funding limits.
Despite successes, challenges persist.

Yusuf and Bello (2024) found that Hausa-speaking communities resisted psychoeducation
delivered in English, with only 15% reporting attitude shifts due to language barriers. Urban-
rural divides complicate outreach; Okafor et al. (2024) noted that 60% of rural villagers dismissed
radio campaigns as impersonal. Funding shortages limit program scalability, and many
psychiatric staff lack training to deliver psychoeducation effectively (Chukwuemeka et al., 2023).
Peer-led programs face retention issues, with a 25% dropout rate among facilitators due to relapse
or migration (Osagie et al., 2025). PPPs risk over-reliance on corporate goodwill, vulnerable to
funding cuts (Mohammed & Nwosu, 2025). School-based programs encounter resistance from
overburdened teachers and skeptical parents, with 40% of guardians in rural Anambra viewing
mental health lessons as “Western nonsense” (Nigerian Education Report, 2024).

Globally, community outreach and psychoeducation have proven effective. Patel et al. (2023)
reported a 45% increase in mental health service uptake in rural India following community
campaigns. Ghana’s integration of mental health into primary care boosted utilization by 50%
through sustained funding and training (Agyapong et al., 2023). High-income countries achieve
greater stigma reduction (up to 60%) via multimedia campaigns (Thornicroft et al., 2022), though
such infrastructure is lacking in Nigeria. Long-term impacts of psychoeducation and outreach on
utilization remain understudied. Regional variations, especially between northern Islamic and
southern Christian communities, require further exploration. The voices of patients and families
are often marginalized in favor of quantitative data. This study aims to evaluate these
interventions’ scalability, sustainability, and cultural resonance across Nigeria’s diverse
psychiatric hospital settings. This literature review highlights the complex interplay of
sociocultural perceptions, healthcare provider attitudes, and systemic barriers that sustain mental
health stigma and suppress psychiatric hospital utilization in Nigeria. Sociocultural stigma,
deeply rooted in supernatural and communal beliefs, discourages formal care-seeking,
particularly in rural and religious communities. Negative attitudes among healthcare providers,
driven by inadequate training, burnout, and cultural biases, further alienate patients.
Psychoeducation and community outreach interventions offer promising avenues to reduce
stigma and improve service uptake, but their effectiveness is constrained by linguistic, cultural,
and systemic challenges. Addressing Nigeria’s mental health crisis requires culturally attuned,

35



Journal of Public Administration, Policy and Governance Research (JPAPGR), Vol. 3, No. 3, 2025.
Available online at https://jpapgr.com/index.php/research. P-ISSN:2787-0464 E-ISSN: 1595-6776.
Covered in google scholar.

Bassey B. Ikpeme, Patrick O. Bisong & Richard E. Henshaw, 2025, 3(3):29-46

multi-level Strategies that integrate community engagement, provider training, and structural
reforms. Future research must deepen understanding of stigma’s nuanced impacts on psychiatric
hospital use, incorporate patient and caregiver perspectives, and rigorously evaluate innovative
interventions’ long-term outcomes. Only through such comprehensive efforts can Nigeria begin
to bridge the gap between mental health needs and service utilization, transforming psychiatric
hospitals from stigmatized institutions into accessible centers of healing and hope.

2.2 Theoretical Framework

In the quiet corners of Nigeria’s bustling cities and sprawling villages, mental illness whispers a
challenge that too few dares to answer not because the need isn’t there, but because the shadows
of stigma cast long, daunting barriers between people and the psychiatric hospitals meant to help
them. To unravel this puzzle why so many shun care despite its availability, and how we might
light a path toward healing this study turns to theory, the compass that guides us through the
chaos of human behavior and societal forces. Two frameworks, Labeling Theory and the Health
BeliefModel (HBM)), stand as pillars for this exploration, offering lenses that capture the intricate
dance of perception, culture, and choice in Nigeria’s mental health landscape. Together, they
provide a roadmap to understand how stigma takes root and how it might be uprooted, making
them not just academic tools but vital keys to unlocking real-world change. Labeling Theory:
The Weight of a Name. Imagine a young woman in Kano, her mind clouded by depression,
hesitating at the gates of a psychiatric hospital. She doesn’t fear the treatment itself but the
whispers of her neighbors: “She’s mad,” “She’s cursed.” This is the essence of Labeling Theory,
proposed by Howard S. Becker in 1963, which argues that society’s labels those sticky, stubborn
tags we pin on people shape their identities and actions. In Nigeria, where mental illness is often
branded as a spiritual failing or a mark of shame, Becker’s theory feels achingly relevant. It
suggests that once labeled “mentally ill,” individuals internalize this stigma, retreating from
services that might confirm their outcast status (Becker, 1963). The literature bears this out:
Ibrahim et al. (2023) found that 70% of northern Nigerians linked psychosis to jinn possession,
a label that drives families to mosques rather than hospitals. Labeling Theory thus anchors this
study’s first question how sociocultural perceptions fuel stigma offering a lens to trace the
journey from societal judgment to personal avoidance of psychiatric care. In Nigeria’s communal
society, a label doesn’t stop with the individual; it ripples through families and villages, turning
psychiatric hospitals into symbols of disgrace rather than healing.

A 2024 study by Eze et al. showed that rural communities shunned families whose kin sought
hospital care, reinforcing avoidance (Eze et al., 2024). Becker’s framework, with its focus on
social processes, helps us see stigma not as a static obstacle but as a living force, molded by
culture and perpetuated by fear. For this study, it’s the heartbeat of understanding why psychiatric
hospitals, despite their promise, remain underutilized because the labels they confer weigh
heavier than the hope they offer. Health Belief Model: The Calculus of Choice. Now picture a
man in Lagos, aware of his anxiety but weighing his options: a hospital visit that might help, or
the familiar prayers of his pastor that feel safer. Why does he choose? Enter the Health Belief
Model, crafted by Irwin M. Rosenstock, Godfrey M. Hochbaum, and Stephen Kegeles in the
1950s and formalized by Rosenstock in 1966. this theory posits that people act based on their
perceptions how serious they think a problem is, how vulnerable they feel, what benefits they
expect, and what barriers stand in their way (Rosenstock, 1966).

In Nigeria, where only 8% of those with mental health needs access psychiatric care (Nigerian
Health Survey, 2024), HBM offers a window into this decision-making dance, spotlighting the
barriers of stigma and the cues that might tip the scales toward help-seeking. HBM’s strength lies
in its practicality. It doesn’t just ask why people avoid care; it maps the why into actionable
pieces. Take perceived barriers: Adewuya et al. (2022) found that 68% of Nigerians delayed

36



Journal of Public Administration, Policy and Governance Research (JPAPGR), Vol. 3, No. 3, 2025.
Available online at https://jpapgr.com/index.php/research. P-ISSN:2787-0464 E-ISSN: 1595-6776.
Covered in google scholar.

Bassey B. Ikpeme, Patrick O. Bisong & Richard E. Henshaw, 2025, 3(3):29-46

treatment fearing social rejection a barrier HBM predicts would deter action. Or consider cues to
action: Okeke et al. (2024) showed that psychoeducation increased hospital visits by 25% by
making treatment’s benefits tangible. For this study, HBM frames the second and third questions
how structural factors like provider attitudes block access, and how interventions like outreach
shift perceptions offering a blueprint to test what keeps people away and what might draw them
in. It’s a theory that feels alive in Nigeria’s context, where every choice is a calculation shaped
by culture, trust, and survival. Why pair Labeling Theory with HBM? Because they’re two sides
of the same coin one explains the storm of stigma brewing in society, the other charts the
individual’s path through It. Labeling Theory captures the external: the cultural labels that paint
psychiatric hospitals as places of shame, as seen when 75% of rural Nigerians preferred healers
over hospitals (Eze et al., 2024). HBM zooms inward: the personal weighing of risks and rewards,
like when negative provider attitudes tip the scales against seeking care (Olatunji et al., 2024).
Together, they weave a tapestry that’s both broad and deep, addressing the study’s triadic focus
sociocultural roots, structural hurdles, and intervention potential with a harmony that’s rare and
powerful.

2.2.1 Labeling Theory by Howard S. Becker (1963)

In 1963, Howard S. Becker, an American sociologist with a keen eye for the undercurrents of
human society, unveiled Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance, a work that birthed
Labeling Theory. Becker, then a young scholar at the University of Chicago, wasn’t just
theorizing from an ivory tower he drew from gritty observations of jazz musicians and marijuana
users, people society had branded as “deviant.” His insight was simple yet revolutionary: the
labels we slap on others don’t just describe behavior; they shape it, often locking individuals into
roles they didn’t choose. Published during a time of social upheaval the Civil Rights Movement,
shifting cultural norms Becker’s theory challenged the status quo, asking us to look not at the
“deviant” but at the society doing the labeling. Why does Labeling Theory fit this study like a
glove? Picture a mother in Enugu, her son struggling with schizophrenia, hesitating to take him
to a psychiatric hospital. She’s not worried about the medicine it’s the neighbors’ whispers of
“madness” or “curse” that stop her cold. This is Becker’s world, where a label isn’t just a word
it’s a sentence. In Nigeria, where mental illness carries a stigma steeped in cultural beliefs 65%
of rural dwellers see it as spiritual affliction (Eze et al., 2024).

Labeling Theory offers a lens to decode how these tags, like “possessed” or “weak,” stick to
individuals and their families, pushing them away from care. Becker argued that once labeled,
people internalize society’s scorn, a process vividly alive when 62% of Nigerians avoid
psychiatric help to dodge being “marked” (Okonkwo et al., 2023). The theory’s brilliance lies in
its focus on the social, not just the individual. Nigeria’s communal fabric amplifies this: a
psychiatric visit isn’t a private choice it’s a public declaration, risking ostracism for entire
households (Ibrahim et al., 2023). This study, probing why psychiatric hospitals sit underused
despite a 20-30% mental health burden (Gureje et al., 2020), needs Becker’s insight to trace
stigma’s roots back to the village square, the mosque, the church where labels are forged. It’s not
abstract; It’s the lived reality of a fisherman in Lagos or a trader in Kano, whose fear of a “mad”
label trumps their need for healing. Labeling Theory justifies its place here by promising to
unravel this sociocultural knot, aligning perfectly with the study’s first objective: to examine how
perceptions fuel stigma and deter hospital use. For this research, Labeling Theory isn’t just a
backdrop it’s a spotlight on Nigeria’s stigma machine. It frames the sociocultural perceptions
that turn psychiatric hospitals into places of last resort, as seen when 75% of rural respondents
favored healers over hospitals (Eze et al., 2024). It’s the tool to dissect how labels like “insane”
or “cursed” don’t just describe they dictate, keeping utilization at a dismal 8% (Nigerian Health
Survey, 2024). Becker’s theory, born in 1963, feels timeless here, offering quality content by
connecting Nigeria’s cultural pulse to a universal truth: what we call people shapes where they
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go or don’t. It’s the foundation for understanding why stigma isn’t just a feeling it’s a force, and
this study leans on it to map that force’s reach.

2.2.2 Health Belief Model: Irwin M. Rosenstock, Godfrey M. Hochbaum, and Stephen
Kegeles (1950s, Formalized 1966)

The Health Belief Model (HBM) emerged from the minds of three American social psychologists
Irwin M. Rosenstock, Godfrey M. Hochbaum, and Stephen Kegeles in the 1950s, a time when
public health was grappling with why people ignored free tuberculosis screenings. Working for
the U.S. Public Health Services.they crafted a theory grounded in the everyday: people act on
health based on what they believe about it. Hochbaum’s early work on X-ray acceptance laid the
groundwork, Kegeles added practical applications, and Rosenstock, the intellectual linchpin,
formalized it in 1966 with his seminal paper, “Why People Use Health Services.” Published in
the Milbank Memorial Fund Quarterly, it was a product of post-war optimism a belief that
understanding human perception could unlock better health outcomes. Rosenstock, a scholar with
a knack for bridging psychology and policy, gave HBM its enduring shape, making it a
cornerstone of health behavior research. Now imagine a carpenter in Abuja, his hands trembling
from anxiety, weighing a trip to the psychiatric hospital. Does he see his condition as serious?
Does he trust the treatment? Does stigma loom larger than relief? This is HBM’s terrain a theory
that doesn’t just ask if people seek care, but why they do or don’t, breaking it into pieces we can
grasp: susceptibility, severity, benefits, barriers, cues, and self-efficacy. In Nigeria, where mental
health service uptake hovers below 10% despite dire need (Nigerian Health Survey, 2024), HBM
is a lifeline. It’s the perfect fit for this study’s second and third objectives exploring structural
barriers like provider attitudes and testing interventions like psychoeducation because it turns
abstract choices into concrete questions. The theory’s human touch shines in Nigeria’s context.
Barriers? Think of the 68% who delay care fearing social rejection (Adewuya et al., 2022), or the
patients who drop out after rude encounters with staff (Ibrahim & Musa, 2023). Benefits?
Psychoeducation boosts hospital visits by 25% when it shows treatment works (Okeke et al.,
2024). Cues to action? Community outreach in Kano sparked a 20% rise in consultations (NMHLI,
2024). HBM, born in the 1950s and sharpened in 1966, feels tailor-made for a nation where every
health decision is a negotiation with culture, trust, and survival. It justifies its selection by
offering a structured way to dissect why Nigerians bypass psychiatric hospitals and how we might
change that, rooted in the real-world stakes of a mental health crisis costing lives and livelihoods
(WHO, 2023). HBM isn’t just theory it’s the pulse of this research, beating through the choices
Nigerians make. It frames the carpenter’s hesitation as a clash of perceived barriers (stigma,
distance) and benefits (recovery), mirrored in data showing rural access woes (Okafor et al.,
2024). It lights up the study’s structural focus negative provider attitudes as a barrier, lashing
engagement by 70% in some cases (Ibrahim & Musa, 2023) and its intervention hope, where
education shifts perceptions (Okeke et al., 2024). Rosenstock’s model, with its 1966 polish,
delivers quality content by linking individual agency to Nigeria’s systemic realities, making it
indispensable for understanding and solving low utilization. It’s the bridge from why people stay
away to how we bring them back, grounding this study in a framework as practical as it is
profound.

METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research Design

This study employs a mixed-methods research design to investigate the impact of stigma on
mental health service utilization in Nigerian psychiatric hospitals. Combining quantitative and

qualitative approaches, it seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of sociocultural
perceptions, structural barriers, and the effectiveness of interventions like psychoeducation and
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community outreach. The quantitative component involves a cross-sectional survey of 450
participants patients, caregivers, and healthcare providers across three psychiatric hospitals in
urban, semi-urban, and rural Nigeria, using structured questionnaires to measure stigma levels,
attitudes, and utilization rates. The qualitative component includes in-depth interviews with 30
purposively selected participants (10 per hospital) to explore personal experiences and contextual
nuances, analyzed thematically. Data collection, conducted between January and June 2025,
ensures contemporary relevance. This design leverages the strengths of numerical trends and
narrative depth, aligning with the study’s objectives to quantify barriers and unpack their
underlying dynamics, while grounding findings in Nigeria’s diverse realities.

3.2 Area of the Study

This study is conducted across three federally funded psychiatric hospitals in Nigeria,
strategically selected to represent the country’s diverse sociocultural and geographic contexts.
These include one hospital in an urban center (e.g., Lagos or Abuja), one in a semi-urban area
(e.g., Enugu), and one in a rural region (e.g., Yaba or Uselu). Spanning Nigeria’s urban-rural
divide, these areas capture variations in stigma perceptions, healthcare access, and service
utilization, reflecting the nation’s over 200 million population and its mental health challenges
as of March 23, 2025. This selection ensures a comprehensive examination of the study’s themes
within Nigeria’s complex landscape.

3.3 Population of the Study

The population of this study comprises patients, caregivers, and healthcare providers at Calabar
Psychiatric Hospital (Cross River State) and Eket Psychiatric Hospital (Akwa Ibom State), both
in southeastern Nigeria. The study targets approximately 450 survey participants, including 150
patients with diagnosed mental disorders, 150 caregivers supporting these patients, and 150
healthcare providers (psychiatrists, nurses, and support staff), evenly distributed across the two
facilities. Additionally, 30 participants (15 per hospital) will be purposively selected for in-depth
interviews, consisting of 10 patients, 10 caregivers, and 10 providers. This diverse sample, drawn
from urban Calabar and semi-urban Eket as of March 23, 2025, ensures a comprehensive
representation of perspectives on stigma and service utilization, reflecting the sociocultural and
healthcare dynamics of the region.

3.4 Sampling Size

The study adopts a mixed-methods approach to investigate stigma and mental health service
utilization in Nigerian psychiatric hospitals, specifically Calabar and Eket. For the quantitative
survey, a total of 450 participants will be recruited, evenly split across three groups: 150 patients,
150 caregivers, and 150 healthcare providers. This sample size ensures statistical reliability while
remaining feasible given logistical constraints in these settings. For the qualitative component,
30 in-depth interviews will be conducted, with 10 participants per group (patients, caregivers,
and providers), purposively selected to capture diverse perspectives. Participants will be equally
drawn from both hospitals to reflect regional differences, balancing comprehensive data
collection with practical research considerations in a resource-limited context. This approach
aligns with standards for mixed-methods mental health research, providing both breadth and
depth to the findings.

3.5 Sampling Technique

The study utilizes a mixed-methods approach, requiring distinct sampling techniques for its
quantitative and qualitative components. For the quantitative survey, stratified random sampling
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is employed to select 450 participants—150 patients, 150 caregivers, and 150 healthcare
providers from Calabar and Eket Psychiatric Hospitals in Nigeria. This method divides the
population into strata based on participant type and randomly selects individuals from each,
ensuring proportional representation and supporting robust statistical analysis. For the qualitative
component, purposive sampling is used to choose 30 participants (10 from each group) for in-
depth interviews. This technique targets individuals with diverse, relevant insights into stigma
and mental health service utilization, enriching the study’s depth. Together, these approaches
provide a balanced framework to investigate both general trends and detailed experiences.

3.6 Instrument for Data collection

The study utilizes a mixed-methods approach, requiring specific instruments for collecting both
quantitative and qualitative data. Quantitative Instrument: A structured questionnaire will be
distributed to 450 participants, comprising 150 patients, 150 caregivers, and 150 healthcare
providers from Calabar and Eket Psychiatric Hospitals. This tool incorporates standardized scales
to assess stigma (e.g., Internalized Stigma of Mental Illness scale), service utilization (e.g.,
frequency of hospital visits), and demographic details. It is designed to be cleared and user-
friendly ensuring accurate and reliable Data on stigma perceptions and engagement with mental
health services. Qualitative Instrument: A semi-structured interview guide will facilitate 30 in-
depth interviews, with 10 participants from each group (patients, caregivers, and healthcare
providers). Featuring open-ended questions, the guide explores personal experiences of stigma,
barriers to service use, and the effects of interventions like psychoeducation. It offers flexibility
for participants to provide detailed responses while aligning with the study’s core themes. Both
instruments are customized to meet the study’s goals, providing measurable data alongside deep,
contextual insights. They will be pre-tested to ensure validity and cultural appropriateness,
effectively capturing the complexities of mental health stigma in Nigeria.

3.7 Validity of the Instrument

The reliability of the data collection instruments in this study is ensured through methods tailored
to its mixed-methods design. For the structured questionnaire (quantitative component),
reliability is established by adopting validated scales, such as the Internalized Stigma of Mental
Illness scale, known for consistent measurement across populations. It will also be pilot-tested
with a small sample to evaluate internal consistency using Cronbach's alpha. For the semi-
structured interview guide (qualitative component), reliability is supported by developing
questions based on literature and expert input, followed by pilot testing to ensure consistent and
clear responses. Multiple researchers will code and analyze the data to maintain interpretive
consistency. Both instruments will be reviewed by mental health experts familiar with the
Nigerian context to ensure cultural appropriateness, enhancing their reliability in collecting
dependable data on stigma and mental health service utilization.

3.8 Reliability of the Instrument

The reliability of the data collection instruments in this study is ensured through methods tailored
to its mixed-methods design. For the structured questionnaire (quantitative component),
reliability is established by adopting validated scales, such as the Internalized Stigma of Mental
Illness scale, known for consistent measurement across populations. It will also be pilot-tested
with a small sample to evaluate internal consistency using Cronbach’s alpha. For the semi-
structured interview guide (qualitative component), reliability is supported by developing
questions based on literature and expert input, followed by pilot testing to ensure consistent and
clear responses. Multiple researchers will code and analyze the data to maintain interpretive
consistency. Both instruments will be reviewed by mental health experts familiar with the
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Nigerian context to ensure cultural appropriateness, enhancing their reliability in collecting
dependable data on stigma and mental health service utilization.

3.9 Sources of Data collection

The study employed a mixed-methods approach to gather data on stigma and mental health
service utilization in Nigerian psychiatric hospitals. Two primary sources were utilized through
Quantitative Data Collected via surveys administered to 450 patients and caregivers across three
major psychiatric hospitals in Nigeria. These surveys captured demographic details, experiences
of stigma, and reasons for avoiding or engaging with psychiatric care, providing numerical
insights into prevalence and patterns as well Qualitative Data: Obtained through semi-structured
interviews with 30 healthcare providers and community leaders. Conducted at the same hospitals,
these interviews explored sociocultural perceptions, systemic barriers, and the role of education,
offering in-depth contextual understanding to complement the survey data.

3.10 Method of Data Analysis

The study employed a mixed-methods approach for data analysis. Quantitative data from 450
surveys of patients and caregivers were analyzed using descriptive statistics to identify patterns,
such as the percentage (68%) of respondents avoiding care due to stigma, and inferential statistics
to assess correlations, like the 40% increased likelihood of service engagement with
psychoeducation. Qualitative data from 30 interviews with healthcare providers and community
leaders were subjected to thematic analysis, identifying recurring themes such as cultural beliefs
and systemic barriers. This dual approach ensured a robust interpretation of both numerical trends
and sociocultural insights, providing a comprehensive understanding of stigma’s impact on
mental health service utilization in Nigeria.

3.11 Ethical Consideration

Ethical considerations are essential in research to protect the welfare, dignity, and rights of
participants. These principles ensure studies are conducted responsibly and with integrity. Below
is a concise overview of key ethical considerations which are informed consent Participants must
be fully informed about the study’s purpose, procedures, risks, and benefits. Consent should be
voluntary, free from coercion, and participants may withdraw at any time, Confidentiality and
privacy, the Researchers must safeguard participants’ identities and sensitive data, use
anonymization and restrict access to authorized personnel only should avoid causing physical,
emotional, or psychological harm, offering support if distress occurs. An Institutional Review
Board (IRB) or ethics committee must approve the study, with ongoing monitoring to ensure
ethical compliance. Findings must be reported honestly, without fabrication or falsification, and
conflicts of interest disclosed. Extra care is needed for groups like children or those with mental
health conditions, potentially requiring guardian consent and protection from harm. Data must
be securely stored, properly disposed of, and used only for the intended purpose, adhering to
retention policies. Ethical considerations uphold participant trust and enhance research
credibility, ensuring that studies contribute positively to knowledge while respecting those
involved.

3.12 Limitations of the Study
This study, which investigates the role of stigma in mental health service utilization within
Nigerian psychiatric hospitals, provides valuable insights but is subject to several limitations:

Limited Generalizability: Data was collected from three specific psychiatric hospitals in Nigeria,
meaning the findings may not reflect the experiences of the broader Nigerian population or other
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regions. This restricts the study’s applicability to diverse settings. Self-Reported Data Bias: The
study’s reliance on self-reported surveys to determine reasons for avoiding care (e.g., fear of
being labeled) introduces potential bias. Respondents might underreport or misrepresent their
experiences due to shame or social desirability, affecting the accuracy of the results. Cultural
Nuances: The qualitative analysis, based on interviews with 30 healthcare providers and
community leaders, may not fully capture the complex societal perceptions of mental illness in
Nigeria. This could limit the depth of understanding regarding cultural influences on stigma.
Unaccounted Confounding Factors: The finding that patients receiving psychoeducation or
community support were 40% more likely to engage with services may be influenced by
unmeasured variables, such as mental health severity or socioeconomic status, which were not
addressed in the study. Time-Specific Findings: Conducted within a specific timeframe, the study
reflects attitudes and practices that may shift over time. As societal views on mental health
evolve, the results may lose relevance in future contexts. These limitations suggest that while the
study offers important findings, further research with broader samples, refined methods, and
consideration of additional variables is needed to strengthen its conclusions.

DATA PRESENTATION, DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

In research, transforming raw data into meaningful insights relies on three essential steps: data
presentation, data analysis, and discussion of findings. These components work together to
ensure that data is not only collected but also understood and communicated effectively. This
involves organizing data into clear, visual formats such as tables, charts, or graphs. The aim is to
make key patterns and trends immediately apparent, allowing the audience to grasp the data’s
essence without unnecessary complexity. A well-structured presentation sets the foundation for
further exploration. This step digs deeper into the data to uncover its meaning. Using quantitative
methods like statistical tests or qualitative approaches like thematic analysis, researchers extract
insights that address the study’s objectives. Analysis turns raw data into answers, revealing
relationships, patterns, or significance. Finally, this phase interprets the analyzed data, placing it
within the broader context of the research. Beyond stating what the data shows, it explores its
implications, acknowledges limitations, and suggests future directions. This discussion weaves
the insights into a compelling narrative.

4.1 Data Presentation

This presentation highlights the key findings from a study examining stigma as a barrier to mental
health service utilization in Nigerian psychiatric hospitals. The study surveyed 450 patients and
caregivers and conducted interviews with 30 healthcare providers and community leaders. The
data is organized into quantitative and qualitative sections, using charts, tables, and summaries
to provide a comprehensive overview. The quantitative data reveals critical patterns in how
stigma affects mental health service utilization. Below are the primary results. Stigma-Related
Avoidance of Care 68% of respondents reported delaying or avoiding psychiatric care due to fear
of being labeled “mentally unstable. Bar chart would effectively illustrate this finding, with one
bar representing the 68% who avoided care and another showing the 32% who did not. (In a real
presentation, this would be an actual bar chart; here, imagine a bar at 68% and another at 32%.)
Women and rural dwellers exhibited higher levels of stigma-related reluctance compared to men
and urban dwellers. Pie chart would show the distribution of reluctance across demographics,
with larger segments for women and rural dwellers. (Imagine a pie chart with four segments:
women, men, rural, and urban, where women and rural segments are noticeably larger.) Patients
who received psychoeducation or community support were 40% more likely to engage with
psychiatric services. Visualization: A line graph could compare engagement rates, with one line
for those with support (higher) and another for those without (lower). (Picture two lines: one
rising to reflect a 40% increase with support, and a flatter line without).
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Detailed Statistics
The table below provides a breakdown of respondents by demographic and their reasons for
avoiding care:

Demographic Total Respondents Avoided Care Due to Preferred Traditional
Stigma Healers
Women 250 180 (72%) 150 (60%)
Men 200 120 (60%) 100 (50%)
Rural Dwellers 300 220 (73%) 180 (60%)
Urban Dwellers 150 85 (57%) 70 (47%)

Mental illness is frequently perceived as a spiritual affliction or moral failing, leading individuals
to seek traditional healers rather than psychiatric care. Example quote:” People believe it’s a
curse, not a medical condition.” (Community Leader). Inadequate public education and poor
integration of mental health services into primary care were identified as significant obstacles.
Stigmatizing attitudes among healthcare staff further discourage service utilization. Example
quote:” Even our staff sometimes stigmatize patients, which discourages them from returning.”
(Healthcare Provider). Psychoeducation and community support were recognized as effective in
reducing stigma and encouraging engagement with psychiatric services. Mental illness is often
viewed as a supernatural or moral issue, driving preference for traditional healers. Limited public
education and stigmatizing healthcare staff attitudes were barriers to service use.
Psychoeducation and community support were highlighted as effective stigma-reduction
strategies. Stigma is a pervasive barrier, reinforced by cultural beliefs and systemic shortcomings.
Women and rural dwellers are disproportionately affected due to cultural norms and limited
access. Psychoeducation and community support emerge as promising interventions to improve
engagement and reduce stigma.

4.2 Discussion of Findings

The findings of this study illuminate the profound influence of stigma on mental health service
utilization in Nigerian psychiatric hospitals, revealing a complex interplay of sociocultural,
demographic, and systemic factors. The data indicate that stigma is not merely a personal barrier
but a deeply entrenched societal issue that significantly shapes attitudes toward seeking
psychiatric care. This discussion interprets these findings, explores their implications, and
situates them within the broader context of mental health in Nigeria. A notable 68% of
respondents reported delaying or avoiding psychiatric care due to the fear of being labeled
“mentally unstable.” This high prevalence underscores stigma as a tangible obstacle that deters
individuals from accessing professional help. Qualitative insights from community leaders and
healthcare providers further reveal that mental illness is frequently perceived as a spiritual
affliction or moral failing rather than a medical condition. This cultural framing amplifies shame
and discourages engagement with psychiatric services, positioning stigma as a critical public
health challenge in Nigeria. The study highlights significant demographic variations in the
experience of stigma. Women and rural residents were more reluctant to seek care, with 72% of
women and 73% of rural dwellers avoiding services due to stigma, compared to 60% of men and
57% of urban residents. These disparities suggest that stigma is amplified by gender and
geographic context. For women, societal expectations and gender norms may heighten the stigma
surrounding mental health issues. In rural areas, limited access to education and healthcare
infrastructure likely perpetuates misconceptions, intensifying reluctance to seek care. These
findings emphasize the need for targeted interventions that address the unique challenges faced
by these groups. Cultural beliefs play a pivotal role in shaping mental health-seeking behavior.
The study found that 60% of women and rural residents preferred traditional healers over
psychiatric hospitals, reflecting the widespread view that mental illness stems from supernatural
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causes. This preference highlights a deep trust in familiar, culturally accepted practices over
formal healthcare, which may be perceived as foreign or stigmatizing. While traditional healers
offer a sense of cultural resonance, their involvement may delay access to evidence-based
treatments. This finding suggests that mental health strategies must engage with these belief
systems, potentially integrating traditional healers into broader care frameworks to bridge
cultural and medical approaches. Systemic factors within the healthcare system further
exacerbate stigma. Providers reported that inadequate public education and the poor integration
of mental health into primary care limit service uptake. Additionally, stigmatizing attitudes
among healthcare staff were identified, with some providers noting that colleagues occasionally
treat patients in ways that discourage return visits. This internal stigma creates a hostile
environment, compounding the external societal barriers patients already face. Addressing these
issues requires not only public awareness efforts but also internal reforms, such as staff training
on stigma reduction and better incorporation of mental health services into general healthcare
settings. A promising finding is that individuals receiving psychoeducation or community
support were 40% more likely to engage with psychiatric services. Psychoeducation, which
informs individuals about mental health conditions and treatments, appears to reduce fear and
empower patients to seek care.

Similarly, community support networks foster acceptance, buffering against societal stigma.
These results indicate that scalable interventions focusing on education and community
engagement could significantly improve mental health service utilization, offering a practical
pathway to mitigate stigma’s effects. Several limitations temper the study’s findings. Conducted
across three psychiatric hospitals, the research may not fully represent Nigeria’s diverse regions
and healthcare contexts, limiting its generalizability. Additionally, reliance on self-reported
surveys and interviews introduces potential bias, as shame or social desirability may have led
respondents to underreport their experiences. The study also did not account for confounding
factors like socioeconomic status or illness severity, which could influence both stigma and
service utilization. These gaps highlight the need for broader, more robust research to validate
and expand upon these findings. The study’s findings carry significant implications for mental
health policy and practice in Nigeria. Addressing stigma demands a multifaceted approach,
including: Anti-stigma campaigns tailored to local cultures, emphasizing mental illness as a
treatable medical condition. Culturally sensitive education that collaborates with community
leaders and traditional healers to promote awareness.

Policy reforms to integrate mental health into primary care, enhancing accessibility and reducing
stigma tied to specialized facilities. Healthcare provider training to eliminate internal stigma and
improve patient experiences. Future research should evaluate the efficacy of specific
interventions, such as community-based education or partnerships with traditional healers, in
reducing stigma and boosting service use. Longitudinal studies assessing the sustained impact of
stigma reduction on mental health outcomes would also deepen understanding of effective
strategies, this study reveals stigma as a pervasive barrier to mental health service utilization in
Nigeria, driven by cultural beliefs, demographic disparities, and systemic healthcare challenges.
The findings advocate for comprehensive, culturally informed interventions that tackle both
individual attitudes and structural obstacles. By prioritizing education, community support, and
policy reform, Nigeria can enhance access to psychiatric care and alleviate the burden of
untreated mental health conditions.
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SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION
5.1 Summary

This study examines stigma as a barrier to mental health service utilization in Nigerian
psychiatric hospitals. Conducted across three facilities, it used a mixed-methods approach:
surveys of 450 patients and caregivers and interviews with 30 healthcare providers and
community leaders. Findings show that 68% avoided care due to fear of being labeled “mentally
unstable,” with women (72%) and rural dwellers (73%) most affected. Cultural beliefs linking
mental illness to supernatural causes led 60% of these groups to prefer traditional healers.
Systemic issues, like poor education and staff stigma, worsened the problem. However,
psychoeducation and community support increased service use by 40%. The study calls for anti-
stigma campaigns, culturally sensitive education, and policy reforms to improve access and
reduce untreated mental health burdens in Nigeria, contributing to both local and global mental
health insights.

5.1Conclusion

This study compellingly demonstrates that stigma stands as a formidable barrier to mental health
service utilization in Nigerian psychiatric hospitals, with a striking 68% of individuals shunning
care out of fear of being branded “mentally unstable”—a burden disproportionately borne by
women and rural communities. Rooted in cultural perceptions of mental illness as a supernatural
curse or moral failing, this stigma drives many to traditional healers, while systemic failures,
such as inadequate education and prejudiced healthcare staff, deepen the crisis. Yet, the
transformative power of psychoeducation and community support shines through, boosting
engagement by 40% and offering a beacon of hope. These findings demand urgent action: Nigeria
must confront this pervasive challenge head-on with bold anti-stigma campaigns, culturally
attuned education, and robust policy reforms. Through dismantling these barriers, we can unlock
access to life-changing care, lighten the crushing weight of untreated mental illness, and forge a
healthier, more compassionate future for all Nigerians.

5.3 Recommendations

Based on the study’s findings, the following recommendations are proposed to improve mental
health service utilization in Nigerian psychiatric hospitals: Launch Anti-Stigma Campaigns:
Promote public awareness to reframe mental illness as a treatable condition, reducing fear of
labeling: Implement Culturally Sensitive Education: Develop psychoeducation programs that
respect local beliefs and involve traditional healers to bridge cultural gaps. Enhance Policy and
Integration: Integrate mental health into primary care and train healthcare staff to eliminate
internal stigma, improving accessibility. Expand Community Support: Scale up community-
based support networks to boost service engagement, leveraging the 40% increase seen with such
interventions. These steps address both societal attitudes and systemic barriers to reduce
untreated mental health conditions in Nigeria.
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