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Abstract

This systematic review, adhering to PRISMA 2020 guidelines, synthesizes
empirical evidence from 33 studies to elucidate the principal determinants of
adolescent delinquency in Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda. The analysis identified
family-related factors, specifically poor parenting and familial dysfunction as the
most prominent category, accounting for 32.2 percent of identified drivers. Poverty
was the most frequently cited individual driver (12.5 percent), while social and peer-
related factors constituted 21.9 percent. A pareto analysis established this triad of
family, economic and social/peer influences as the vital few, collectively responsible
for approximately 80 percent of the drivers, thereby substantiating the applicability
of theoretical frameworks such as social bond and strain theory. The findings
advocate for integrated, multi-systemic interventions targeting family systems,
economic opportunities and positive youth engagement.
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Drivers of Adolescent Delinquent Behaviour: Policy Implications for the Selected East
African Countries

1. Introduction

Adolescence, a transitional developmental period marked by significant
biological and emotional change, presents critical risks for engagement in unlawful
conduct. This behaviour, formally termed as juvenile delinquency, refers to illegal
acts committed by individuals below the age of eighteen (Sharma et al., 2009;
Chowdhury & Fahim, 2019). As a global phenomenon with profound detrimental
consequences for individuals, families, and societies, juvenile delinquency has
persisted for centuries as a core societal concern (Hazra, 2021).

Globally, trends in adolescent delinquency reveal a complex and shifting
landscape. For instance, in the United States of America, arrest rates for juvenile
offenders fluctuated between 77 percent and 78 percent from 2011 to 2014
(Puzzanchera, 2017), following a longer-term of a significant 70 percent decline in
juvenile offense rates between 1996 and 2016 (Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention [OJJDP], 2017). In Asia, countries like India maintain high
criminality scores (Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime, 2023),
while China reported a review of over 61,000 teenagers for prosecution in 2019 alone
(Tone, 2020).

Within Africa, juvenile delinquency is a glowing and pressing challenge,
particularly in rapidly developing nations such as Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria and
Tanzania (Warui et al., 2021). Common offenses range from petty theft to
unauthorized vehicle use, with scholars attributing the rise to multifaceted drivers
including pervasive poverty, limited educational opportunities, family dysfunction,
and exposure to violence (Dakogyeke et al., 2020). This pattern is not exceptional in
East Africa. In Tanzania, official data indicates high rates of juvenile involvement in
property theft, robbery, vandalism and drug-related crimes (United Republic of
Tanzania [URT], 2017). Similarly, in Uganda, Substance abuse is a major issue, with
one study finding over two-thirds of youth had experimented with illicit substances
(Abo et al., 2016).

Extensive research identifies a constellation of interconnected Personal, social
and environmental factors as primary drivers of this delinquent behaviour. These
include emotional dissatisfaction and rebellion, inherent criminal propensity, peer
influence, imitation of disrupted family models, media effects, material aspirations,
educational disengagements and migration (Abhishek & Balamurugan, 2025).
Crucially, economic deprivation often serves as a powerful catalyst, intensifying
these social risks by increasing familial stress and limiting resources (Wang & Dong,
2025). In response, most nations, including those in East Africa, have established
distinct juvenile justice systems encompassing specialized courts and correctional
facilities to manage young offenders, but no substantial improvement (Fufa et al.,
2021).

While the problem is recognized and fragmented studies exist, there is a
scarcity of synthesized and comparative evidence that systematically analyzes and
compares the predominant drivers of adolescent delinquency across selected East
African countries. Much of the existing literature focuses on isolated country cases
without a unifying analytical framework. This lack of a consolidated evidence base
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hinders the development of targeted, effective and cross-nationally relevant policy
interventions. This systematic literature reviews therefore, aimed to address this gap
by synthesizing existing empirical evidence to critically determine the key drivers of
adolescent delinquent behaviour and policy implications tailored to the specific
socioeconomic and institutional realities in selected East African countries
(Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda). To attain study objective, the following research
questions were answered,; -
i.  What key drivers predict adolescent delinquent behaviour in selected East
African countries?
ii. What are the key implications of these drivers for these selected East
African countries?

This study is of paramount important because it provides synthesized,
comparative evidence on delinquency drivers in East Africa, enabling the
development of targeted and effective policy interventions tailored to the region’s
specific socioeconomic realities.

2. Materials and Methods

This study followed the PRISMA 2020 guidelines (Haddaway et al., 2022) for
conducting its systematic review. PRISMA provides a structured methodology
encompassing three key stages: Identifying potential studies, screening them for
relevance and finally including the appropriate literature for analysis. The PRISMA
framework is recognized as a dependable approach for systematically reviewing and
synthesizing existing research evidence, as supported by recent literature (Pham et
al., 2023).
Systematic Literature Reviews (SLRs), while common in medicine, are now
essential in behavioural and social research. For example, SLRs have examined
social-environmental factors influencing adolescent delinquency (Kang’ethe, 2016),
roles of family, neighbourhood and peers in delinquency development (Ali &
Masood, 2018), Family interventions for juvenile delinquency (Mwangangi, 2019),
social risk factors in institutionalized offenders (Pyle et al., 2020), social-economic
causes of delinquency (Ahmad et al., 2024) and delinquency within organized crime
contexts (Leal Mena & lafiez-Dominguez, 2025).

2.1. Selection Criteria for research studies

Selection adhered to predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria detailed in
Table 1. inclusion required peer-reviewed journal articles (2015-2025) published in
English, focusing centrally on adolescent delinquency behaviour and utilizing data
exclusively from Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda. This ensured methodological quality
through peer review, captured contemporary drivers for timely policy relevance,
guaranteed author comprehension, retained thematic focus and secured regional
specificity for contextual accuracy and applicability. Exclusions comprised non-
journal publications (reports, books, book chapters, proceedings, unpublished
works), pre-2015/post-2025 studies, non-English texts, papers on general criminality
(not adolescent-specific) and studies using data originating outside the three targeted
East African Countries. These criteria prioritized high-quality, regionally relevant
evidence.
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Table 1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria Rationale for inclusion
Reports, Books, book
. . chapters, conference Ensure journal
Peer-reviewed journal . : e
o proceedings, working publications meet
publications
papers and other standards

unpublished works

Publications from Pre-2015 or post-2025 10 capture evolving

delinquency drivers for

2015-2025 publications : .
actionable policy
English-language Non English-language Authors fam_lllarlty and
L S comprehension of the
publications publications |
anguage
Papers focusing on
delmq_uency Papers foqus_mg on Maintain focus on core
behaviour among general criminal toDiC
adolescents as the behaviour P
main theme
Primary/Secondary Primary/secondary data  Strengthen the study’s
data exclusively from originating outside contextual accuracy and
Tanzania, Kenya or Tanzania, Kenya and real-world applicability
Uganda Uganda within the target region

2.2. Developing a search strategy

A comprehensive, interdisciplinary systematic search was executed across
three major databases; PubMed (biomedical focus), Science Direct
(multidisciplinary) and Google Scholar (broad coverage) to capture relevant
literature spanning behavioural sciences, social sciences, humanities and
management studies. Initial exploratory scoping identified critical search concepts
and terms including variations of [“adolescents”/” teenagers”/” juvenile”/” youths”
AND *“delinquency”/” antisocial behaviour’] and thematic key words like “factors”,
“reasons”. ‘“‘causes”, and drivers. The search explicitly incorporated studies
addressing core themes: adolescent delinquency behaviour, antisocial behaviour,
criminal behaviour involvement, substance use within prohibitive regulations and
drug abuse. The formal Boolean search query applied was: TITLE-ABS-KEY
(“adolescent delinquency” OR “juvenile delinquency” “adolescent antisocial
behaviour” OR “youth offending”) AND (“factors” OR “predictors” OR “drivers”
OR “causes”). This rigorous, multi-database strategy, conducted from May to
August, 2025, yielded an initial pool of 603 potentially relevant articles for
screening.

2.3. Screening process

Articles identified through the search strategy underwent rigorous, multi-stage
screening to ensure strict alignment with the study’s objectives. This process
methodologically refined the results through three consecutive filters: Title review,
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abstract assessment and full-text evaluation. The initial search yielded 1,698 records
from three databases. Following the removal of 109 duplicates and the automated
exclusion of 986 clearly ineligible records, 603 articles advanced to
title/abstract/keword screening. This stage eliminated 401 irrelevant studies.

The remaining 202 articles proceeded to comprehensive full-text appraisal against
predefined eligibility criteria. Studies lacking explicit focus on adolescents,
teenagers or juveniles as the primary population like Muoki and Mwangi (2024) and
Banks (2016) that focused on general antisocial behaviour were excluded.
Application of stricter inclusion/exclusion criteria (detailed in Table 1) during full-
text review led to the exclusion of 169 studies (including; - 28 studies published pre-
2015, 09 non-English publications, 65 studies conducted outside the target East
African Countries, 32 articles on general antisocial behaviour, 13 conference papers
and 22 books/book chapters). Consequently, 33 records met all eligibility
requirements and were included in the systematic review (Fig. 1). This meticulous
screening process guaranteed the relevance of the selected studies to the core subject
matter, thereby significantly bolstering the review’s validity and reliability.

2.4. Data extraction and synthesis

In alignment with research aims, pertinent data were meticulously extracted
from the finalized selection of publications. This procedure recorded critical
information, encompassing authorship, Publication year, geographical context,
methodological frameworks and principle determinants of adolescent delinquency.
The ensuing analysis utilized content-thematic methods, with the extracted data
systematically catalogued in Table 2 to preserve precision. A narrative synthesis of
the studies was subsequently conducted, culminating in the categorization of
influential factors into distinct thematic areas (See Table 3). Furthermore, Salient
key words were identified and processed through a visualization tool to generate a
word cloud (Fig. 2), illustrating the frequency of concepts within the corpus. This
integrative descriptive and thematic methodology facilitated a nuanced
comprehension of the etiology of delinquent participation among adolescents.
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Figure 1: PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for systematic reviews - informed by
the methodology of Page et al. (2021).
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Figure 2 Factors influencing adolescent involvement in delinquency
behaviour
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Table 2: Summary of reviewed studies with regard to adolescent delinquency
behaviour involvement

Predicting drivers

SN Year Author(s) Country Methodology revealed per article
Mixed .
Family problems,
Method Poverty and
1 2025 Mwakyambiki Tanzania (Descriptive y
Effects of mass
and content .
. media
analysis)
Quantitative ~ Family history of
2 2025 Bobholzetal. Uganda (Log'St.'C mental illness,
regression Age and
analysis) Gender
Family background,
Omwenoa & Quantitative Socioeconomic
3 2025 S g Kenya  (Descriptive  status and
arah . .
analysis) Community
environment

Quantitative Friend influence,
4 2024 Gift & Mweya Tanzania (Descriptive  Modernization and
analysis) Ways to sleep
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5

10

11

12

2024 Bindeeba et al.

2024

2024

2024

2024

2024

2023

2023

Ouma &
Wa Teresia

Lumadede
et al.

Kalungi et al.

Gitari et al.

Okenyuri et al.

Uganda

Kenya

Kenya

Uganda

Kenya

Kenya

Mlay & Mpeta Tanzania

Amone-P’Olak

et al.

Uganda

Quantitative
(Bivariate and
Logistic
regression
analysis)

Qualitative
(Case study)

Mixed
method
(Binary
Logistic
Regression
and content
analysis)
Quantitative
(Multivarriabl
e Logistic
regression
analysis)

Quantitative
(Binomial
regression
analysis)

Mixed
method
(correlation
and content
analysis)
Quantitative
(Descriptive
and
Likelihood
ratio Chi-
Square test)
Mixed
methods
(Regression
and thematic
analysis)

Economic hardship
and Limitted access
to education

Mental health
issues, Family
dysfunction and
Economic instability

Poor parental
characteristics,
Inadequate family
management
practices and
Weak parent-child
attachment

Gender,

Marital status and
Experiencing
emotional violence

Household income
level,

Parental education
status and

Family structure

Family set up,
Influence of mass
media

Poverty,
Peer pressure and
Family dysfunction

Academic stress,
Limited recreational
activities and

Poor stress
management
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13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

2023

2022

2022

2022

2022

2022

2021

2021

2020

Otte & Simiyu

McNaughton
Reyes et al.

Opio et al.

Nyarko et al.

Kibaara

Mutiso et al.

Sommer et al.

Nzioka et al.

Aute et al.

Kenya

Tanzania

Uganda

Kenya

Kenya

Kenya

Tanzania

Kenya

Kenya

Mixed
method
(Descriptive
and thematic
analysis)

Qualitative
(Secondary
analyses of
RCTs)

Mixed
methods
(Descriptive
and content
analysis)
Quantitative
(Descriptive
and Multiple
regression
analysis)
Quialitative
(Content
analysis)
Quantitative
(Chi-Square
test and
Univariate
Logistic
regression
analysis)
Qualitative
(Content
analysis)
Mixed
method
(Descriptive
and content
analysis)
Mixed
method
(Descriptive
and thematic
analysis

Poverty,

Peer pressure and
Inadequate
parenting

Poverty,
Childhood
experiences and
Inequitable gender
norms

Poverty and
Parenting

School,
Peer Influence and
Family dysfunction

Poverty and
Religious extremism

Low self-esteem,
Influence of mass
media, Poor parental
relationships and
Low education
levels of parents

Gender,

Social vulnerability
and Stigma

Poor family
stability, Peer
influence and
Weak government
measures

Poverty, Parental
educational levels
and Low family
income
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22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

2020

2020

2019

2019

2019

2019

2017

2017

2016

Ssewanyana
etal.

Kioko &

Mutavi

Mwangangi

Mohamed &
Mussa

Karanja &
Kariuki

Ssewanyana
etal.

Mbelwa

Wawasi &
Nderu

Kang’ethe

Kenya

Kenya

Tanzania

Tanzania

Kenya

Kenya

Tanzania

Kenya

Tanzania

Qualitative
(Content
analysis)

Quantitative
(Descriptive
analysis)

Qualitative
(Literature
review)

Qualitative
(Content
analysis)

Mixed
method
(Descriptive
and thematic
analysis)

Qualitative
(Content
analysis)

Mixed
method
(Descriptive
and content
analysis)

Qualitative
(Content
analysis)

Qualitative
(Systematic
literature
review)

Cultural norms,
Poverty and
Access to alcohol
Family
Cohesiveness,
Parental supervision
and Family
dysfunction
Poverty,

Lack of access to
education and
Family dysfunction
Corruption,

Fake political
promisses and
Poor education
systems

Family size,

Poor family
relationships and
Unreported
domestic violence
Poverty,

Insecure
neighbourhood and
Risky sources of
livelihood

Parental separation,
Dealth of parents
and Unstable family
situations

Socio-economic
status,Family
problems and
Peer pressure

Poverty,Lack of
education and
Inadequate social
support systems
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Quantitative ~ Poverty, Inadequate

31 2016 Mwaka & Kenya  (Descriptive  supervision and
Mbugua . .
analysis) Poor parenting
Parental
. employment,
Mixed Lack of parental
Nyaga & method supervision
32 2016 yaga Kenya  (Descriptive pervi '
Mwai Parenting style and
and content
Parental

analysis . )
ysis) involvement in

school activities
Quantitative Parental conflicts,
33 2015 Kariukietal. Kenya (Correlation  Adolescent’s
analysis) perception
2.5. Theories on development of delinquent behaviour

A comprehensive theoretical review of adolescent delinquent behaviour in East

Africa identifies three interconnected drivers substantiated by empirical studies.
Hirschi’s (1969) Social Bond Theory posits that delinquency results from weakened
connection to society, comprising attachment to prosocial others, commitment to
conventional goals, involvement in legitimate activities and belief in shared values.
Research in the region confirm that weak family attachments and poor parental
monitoring significantly predicted delinquency (Hussein & Musili 2024; Lumadede
et al., 2024; Nalukwago et al., 2018).
Complementing this, Social Learning Theory (Bandura, as cited in McLeod, 2016)
emphasizes that behaviour is learned through observation and imitation of peers and
role models. In Tanzania, a powerful correlation was found between associating with
deviant peers and engaging in vandalism and truancy (Gift & Mweya 2024; Mlay &
Mpeta, 2023).

Finally, Strain Theory explains delinquency as a response to the inability to
achieve societal goals, a highly relevant factor in a region marked by economic
disparity. Kenyan adolescents experiencing economic strain were more likely to
engage in suicidal behaviour (Mugambi et al., 2020). This strain often fractures
family bonds, pushing youth toward delinquent peer groups for support and illicit
economic opportunity, thereby linking all three theoretical drivers.
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Table 3: Categories of factors influencing adolescent’s involvement in
delinquency behaviour

Occurrences
Driver(s) of adolescent of factors in
SN . - - Percentage
delinquency behaviour the reviewed
studies

Family factors 31 32.2
1 Poor parenting 5 5.21
2 Family dysfunction 5 5.21
3 Inadequate parental supervision 3 3.13
4 Poor family stability 2 2.08
5 Parental conflicts 2 2.08
6 Childhood experiences 2 2.08
7 Family problems 2 2.08
8 Family structure 2 2.08
9 Poor parental characteristics 1 1.04
10 Poor family relationship 1 1.04
11 Family size 1 1.04
12 Weak parent-child attachment 1 1.04
13 Unreported domestic violence 1 1.04
14 Family cohesiveness 1 1.04
15 Death of parents 1 1.04
16 Parental separation 1 1.04
Economic factors 21 21.9
17 Poverty 12 12.5
18 Socioeconomic status 2 2.08
19 Household income level 2 2.08
20 Economic hardship 2 2.08
21 Risky sources of livelihood 1 1.04
22 Limited recreational activities 1 1.04
23 Parental employment 1 1.04
Social and Peer factors 21 21.9
24 Peer pressure 5 5.21
25 Influence of mass media 3 3.13
26 Social vulnerability 2 2.08
27 Cultural norms 2 2.08
28 Community environment 1 1.04
29 Insecure neighbourhood 1 1.04
30 Friend influence 1 1.04
31 Inadequate social support systems 1 1.04
32 Stigma 1 1.04
33 Modernization 1 1.04
34 Religious extremism 1 1.04
35 Fake political promises 1 1.04
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36 Weak government measures 1 1.04
Individual and Psychological 17 177

factors
37 Gender 4 4.17
38 Parental educational status 3 3.13
39 Poor stress management 2 2.08
40 Family history of mental illness 2 2.08
41 Age 1 1.04
42 Adolescent’s perception 1 1.04
43 Marital status 1 1.04
44 Mental health issues 1 1.04
45 Access to alcohol 1 1.04
46 Low self esteem 1 1.04
Education factors 6 6.3
47 Limited access to education 3 3.13
48 Poor education systems 1 1.04
49 Unsafe school environment 1 1.04
50 Parental involye_rr_1ent in school 1 104

activities
TOTAL 96 100
3. Results

3.1. Descriptive overview of the included studies

The geographical distribution of the 33 reviewed studies reveals a significant
focus on Kenya, which contributed over half (57.6 percent) of the research on
adolescent delinquency in East Africa. Tanzania and Uganda were represented to a
lesser extent, accounting for 27.3 percent and 15.2 percent of studies, respectively.
Methodologically, the research employed a relatively balanced approach, with
quantitative designs being most common (36.4 percent), closely followed by mixed
methods (33.3 percent) and qualitative approaches (30.3 percent). This distribution
indicates a strong regional focus on Kenya and tripartite methodological engagement

with the issue (See Table 4)

Table 4: Distribution of studies by geographical location and method

employed

Study Location Frequency Percentage
Tanzania 09 27.3
Kenya 19 57.6
Uganda 05 15.2
Sub-total 33 100
Methodology Adopted

Quantitative Approach 12 36.4
Qualitative Approach 10 30.3
Mixed Approach 11 33.3
Sub-total 33 100
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Publication trend of research on adolescent delinquency in East Africa has
grown steadily, with approximately 33 studies published over the past decade,
averaging 3-4 papers annually and peaking in 2024 (See Fig. 3)

Figure 3: Distribution of papers published per year

Number of Publication per Year

w b U1 O N

= N

Number of papers published

2015 2017 2019 2021 2023 2025
Number of Publication ~ -------- Number of Publication)) ks

3.2. Drivers of adolescent delinquent behaviour

The review (Table 3) identified poverty as the single most frequently cited
driver of adolescent delinquency, accounting for 12.5 percent of all occurrences.
Collectively, family-related factors were the predominant category, representing
32.2 percent of all drivers, with poor parenting and family dysfunction being the
most common (5.21 percent each). Social and peer related factors, alongside
economic factors, each constituted 21.9 percent of the drivers, highlighting peer
pressure (5.21 percent) and socioeconomic status as significant influences.
Individual and psychological factors (17.7 percent) and education-related factors
(6.3 percent) were also notable, underscoring the multi-faceted nature of delinquency
drivers in the region.

3.3. Strategic directions for policy and practice

Employing pareto analysis (commonly known as the 80/20 rule), a study
systematically identified and ranked the primary causes of adolescent delinquency
to effectively guide policy and intervention programmes (Zinebi et al., 2018). The
analysis detailed in Fig. 4, pinpointed family, economic and social/peer-related
factors as the primary drivers accounting for roughly 80 percent of adolescent
delinquency. The study recommends that policy and intervention programmes in
East Africa and similar contexts prioritize these key areas to the greatest impact.
Focusing on these vital few factors would address the majority of delinquent
behaviour, while individual, psychological and educational elements, though still
relevant, are secondary contributors to the issue
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Figure 4: A pareto synthesis of prioritization of the most significant
drivers for transformation interventions.
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4. Discussion of findings

4.1. Descriptive overview of the included studies

The geographical concentration of research in Kenya (57.6 percent) compared
to Tanzania (27.3 percent) and Uganda (15.2 percent), presents a major evidence
gap, as socio-economic and cultural drivers of delinquency vary significantly across
these nations. This geographical skew is not entirely surprising and reflects broader
trends in research distribution within Africa. Kenya has historically been a hub for
academic and NGO activity in East Africa, hosting numerous universities, research
institutions and international organizations that prioritize social science research
(Aiyede & Muganda, 2023). This regional bias risks policies based on non-
generalizable data, potentially leading to poor resources allocation and ineffective
interventions in under-represented countries.

Methodologically, the balanced triad of quantitative, qualitative and mixed
methods studies strengthen the research landscape. This pluralism enables both the
statistical identification of risk factors and deep contextual insight into lived
experiences, providing a robust foundation for holistic policy formulation (Creswell
& Crack, 2017).

Although publication trends show promising growth, the total outputs remain
low. Accelerating the pace and broadening the geographical scope of the research is
urgently needed. Sustained investment in localized, multi-method studies is crucial
for developing targeted, effective and evidence-based delinquency prevention
strategies across the diverse East African context.
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4.2. Drivers of adolescent delinquent behaviour

The results clearly illustrate that adolescent delinquent behaviour is not the
product of a single cause but arises from a complex interplay of multiple,
interconnected factors. The distribution of drivers across distinct yet overlapping
categories of family (32.2 percent), social/peer and economic (21.9 percent each),
individual/psychological (17.7 percent) and education (6.3 percent) underscores the
multifaceted nature of delinquency. This ecological perspective suggests that an
adolescent’s actions are shaped by their immediate relationships, broader economic
environment and internal psychological state simultaneously. Effective
understanding and intervention therefore require a holistic approach that considers
this entire ecosystem of influence rather than isolating an one variable.

Within this framework, the family unit emerges as the most significant
collective influence, accounting fro nearly one-third of all cited drivers. The specific
factors of poor parenting and family dysfunction, each representing 5.21 percent of
occurrences, highlights the critical role of home environment. Ineffective parenting
practices and negative parental Characteristic are associated with a dramatically
increased risk, multiplying the odds of delinquent behaviour by 7.2 times (Japheth et
al., 2024). Furthermore, adverse family dynamics such as parental abandonment or
lack of affection are linked to higher delinquency rates suggesting that adolescents
from supportive households are less likely to engage in delinquent acts (Abhishek &
Balamurugan, 2024). Poor parenting and family dysfunction create a chaotic
environment that fails to instill prosocial values, pushing adolescents toward
delinquency. Therefore, policies should focus on strengthening family support
systems to mitigate these risks.

While not the largest category, poverty stands out as the single most frequently
cited individual driver, responsible for 12.5 percent of all occurrences. This finding
resonates directly with the systemic framework advanced by Bhuiyan et al., (2024),
who conceptualized economic deprivation as a central node in a network of
interlinked adversities. Furthermore, the specific pathways through which poverty
exacerbates other risks, particularly by fueling family stress and dysfunction, are
empirically substantiated by the work of Shong et al. (2019). Its impact is profound
because it acts as a foundational stressor that exacerbates risks in other categories.
Poverty deepens delinquency risks by directly motivating economic crime and
indirectly exacerbating family stress, limiting opportunity and increasing criminal
exposure. Its cross-cutting nature necessitates integrated, multisectoral interventions
that simultaneously address economic, social and family factors.

The substantial share attributed to social and peer-related factors (21.9 percent)
underscores the importance of the social world outside the family during
adolescence. The significant role of peer pressure (5.21 percent) confirms that the
drive for acceptance and belonging can be a powerful motivator for antisocial
behaviour, a finding supported by research showing significant positive correlation
of peer influence with adolescent delinquency (IFEDIGBO et al., 2023) and research
linking it to peer pressure and impulsiveness (Sattar & Malik, 2022). Although peer
relationship differ by sex, their effect on delinquent behaviour is similar for both
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girls and boys (Weerman & Hoeve, 2012). When the primary family unit is weak or
dysfunctional, adolescents are more likely to turn to peer groups for identity and
support, and if that group engages in delinquency, the adolescent is highly likely to
conform. This highlights the interactive nature of these drivers, where weakness in
one domain (family) increases vulnerability in another (peer influence). Therefore,
policy makers must bolster family support systems and fund positive adolescent
programs to counteract negative peer influence and reduce adolescent delinquency.

Finally, the contributions of individual/psychological factors (17.7 percent)
and education-related factors, such as impulsivity, untreated health mental issues or
low self-control, represent key predispositions. Empirical work by Pratt and Cullen
(2000) confirms low self-control as a robust, consistent predictor of delinquency.
Conversely, education-related factors like inadequate access to education, academic
failure and unsafe school environment act as the critical social domain. Research
indicates low school connectedness is significantly associated with increased health
risk behaviours (CDC, 2009). Furthermore, longitudinal studies by Bernburg and
Krohn (2003) demonstrate that school failure can mediate the relationship between
early disadvantage and increased adolescent delinquency, reducing future aspirations
and increasing time for unstructured activities with peers. This implies that policy
must integrate school-based mental health services and programmes fostering
connectedness and positive climate, beginning in early adolescence to reduce
delinquency.
4.3. Strategic directions for policy and practice

Employing pareto analysis (commonly known as the 80/20 rule), a study
revealed family, economic and social/peer-related factors as the primary drivers,
accounting for roughly 80% of adolescent delinquency (Zinebi et al., 2018). This
prioritization of a “vital few” environmental factors is strongly supported by meta-
analyses confirming that peer influence and family dynamics are among the strongest
correlates of antisocial behaviour (Pratt et al., 2010). This finding supports the
ecological systems theory, which posits that proximal environments exert the most
direct influence on development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). However, this top-down
approach contrasts with developmental theories emphasizing the cumulative and
interactive effects of risks across all domains, including individual traits like
impulsivity, which ca moderate environmental risks (Farrington, 2005). While
efficient resource allocation, a strict pareto focus may overlook high-risk subgroups
for whom psychological or educational factors are primary catalysts, suggesting a
need for tiered interventions that also target individual-level vulnerabilities
(Mwangangi, 2019; Loeber & Farrigton, 2000).
5. Study limitation and Future research directions
5.1 Study Limitations

This study’s limitations stem primarily from methodological design. The
geographical focus was heavily skewed, with over a half the included studies from

Kenya, limiting the generalizability of findings to under-represented Tanzania and
Uganda. The exclusive inclusion of English-language, peer reviewed articles may

267



Drivers of Adolescent Delinquent Behaviour: Policy Implications for the Selected East
African Countries

have omitted valuable insights from grey literature or local language publications,
potentially overlooking context-specific drivers. Furthermore, the reliance on
published studies introduces a possible publication bias, where non-significant or
null findings are less likely to be represented. The predefined date range (2015-2025)
also risks excluding seminal earlier works. Consequently, while the review identifies
key thematic drivers, their relative importance and the proposed policy implications
may not be uniformly applicable across the diverse East African context.

5.2. Future research directions

Future research must urgently address the significant geographical skew and
methodological limitations identified. Priority should be given to funding and
conducting rigorous, mixed-methods studies in the under-represented nations of
Tanzania and Uganda to ensure findings are generalizable across East Africa. This
will provide a more nuanced understanding of how cultural and sub-regional
contexts influence the key drivers. Subsequently, longitudinal research is critical to
move beyond identifying correlational drivers (like poverty, family dysfunction, and
peer influence) to establishing causal pathways and understanding how these factors
interact over an adolescent’s development. This should be complemented by
intervention-based studies that test the efficacy of multi-systemic programs targeting
the primary ecological domains of family, economics and peers. Such research will
generate robust, context-specific evidence essential for designing effective, scalable
policies that can mitigate adolescent delinquency across the diverse East African
region.
6. Conclusion

This systematic review identifies the key drivers of adolescent delinquency in
East Africa as an interconnected nexus of family dysfunction, economic poverty and
negative peer influence, which collectively account for the majority of risk.
Consequently, effective policy must adopt a multi-systemic approach,
simultaneously strengthening family support systems, creating youth economic
opportunities, and funding positive peer-based programmes. However, the current
evidence base is disproportionately focused in Kenya, limiting generalizability
across the region. Future policy must therefore be informed by more geographically
balanced, longitudinal and intervention-focused research to develop effective,
context-specific strategies for reducing adolescent delinquency across all East
African nations.
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