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PUBLIC PERCEPTION OF MENTAL HEALTH RELAPSE DURING ECONOMIC
HARDSHIP AMONG OLDER ADULTS IN ILORIN METROPOLIS, NIGERIA

Sunday Evaristus ABONYI, Ph.D

L

&
Salahu Tunde SALIMAN
Department of Secial Work,

University of Ilorin,
Kwara State, Nigeria

Abstract

In the wake of the recent subsidy removal by the Nigerian government in May 2023 and the
resultant economic downturn, there seems to be rising cases of re-occurrence of mental health
disorder among different segments of the population. This study explored the perceived views
of the public residents in Horin metropolis on mental health relapse among older adults in the
context of current economic hardship in Nigeria. The study adopted mixed approach which
combines both quantitative and qualitative designs. Structured questionnaire and In-depth
Interview (IDI) formed the major instruments of data collection while inferential statistics and
thematic approach were used in the analysis of the data. Findings from the study revealed a
positive relationship between mental health relapse for older adults and distressing economic
conditions in Nigeria. It was further revealed that lack of money, poor accommodation,
unemployment, high cost of food and other necessities, hunger, debt and other stress related
conditions had made many older adults who once experienced menial health problems to
relapse with depression being the most re-occurring one. The study, therefore, concluded that
economic and developmental policies of the government should prioritize mental health
wellbeing, especially for the older segment of the population and that of the entire citizens.
There is also the need for collaboration among various stakeholders and experts in psychiatry,
social work, psychology, counseling and others so as to provide congenial environment for
policy formulation.

Keywords: Economic hardship, Mental health, Older adult, Public perception, Relapse

Introduction populous in Africa continent with over 260

Globally, the population of the older = million people and with 6% of the overall
adult is increasing in exponential proportion.  population consisting of older adults (60
According to the World Health Organization  years and above). Despite the fact that the
(WHO, 2024), there was 1.1 billion people  country claims to be the giant of Africa, the
aged 60 years and above in 2023 and whichis  wellbeing of older persons in Nigeria is yet to
projected to be 1.4 billion in 2030 and 2.1 be given desired attention (Ezeakor &
billion in 2050 respectively. Nigeria is also =~ Nnaemeka, 2023). Many older adults in
experiencing this unprecedented increase Nigeria in addition to the problems of decline
which has earned her the largest and themost  in  physical  functioning, relationship
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challenges, financial constraints,
reduction/difficulties in daily activities and
others are constantly battling with mental
health disorders such as depression, anxiety,
schizophrenia, substance/alcohol use
disorders (Omotosho et al, 2024). The authors
also stated that generally, up to one-quarter of
people living in Nigeria have experienced one
form of mental disorder or the other with
older adults occupying about 3.26% out of
this total population (Omotosho,2025).
Mental health being a veritable aspect
of individual’s wellbeing is a valuable
resource that promote productivity in every
society (Ani et al, 2024). World Health
Organization (WHO, 2014) described mental
health ss a state of wellbeing in which an
individual is expected to realize his or her
abilities, cope with the normal stressors of
life, work productively and be able to
contribute his/her own quota to the
development of the society.  In many
societies, including Nigeria, mental health
problems or disorders have become very
common particularly among the older adults.
Ezeakor and Nnaemeka (2023) argued that
mental health problems among the older
adults is not restricted to physiological
changes but an outcome of
loneliness/isolation, physical/verbal abuse,
abandonment/neglect, financial distress, loss
of dignity, anxiety and depression among
others. In some communities, people may
have another interpretation of this disorder
and could attribute it to witchcrafts or evil
spirits and punishment from God for
individuals who may have committed a crime
or abominable act (Okundayo, 2020).
Owoeye (2024) on the other hands, opined
that such situations like poverty, inequality,
violence or conflicts are capable of
exacerbating mental illness among people of
different socio-demographic structures. The
economic burdens associated with mental
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disorder according to the author includes;
increase in cost of healthcare services,
reduction in productivity and diminishing
wellbeing or quality of life.

Many older adults in many countries
are usually confronted with the paradox of
dwindling financial resources and the
geometric rise in medical expenses and
transportation to health centres for treatments
(Animasahun &Chapman, 2017). The authors
argued that this unpalatable situation has
made the older adults to feel less self -worth
or inferiority and resulting to mental illness.
Similarly, Obokoh and Athekame (2024)
remarked that a greater number of older
persons in Nigeria and other African
countries are entangled in what seems to
resemble a cycle of financial uncertainty and
hopelessness/despair, making it absolutely
difficult to fend for their families. The authors
also stated that in the periods of economic
hardship that resulted from fuel subsidy
removal in Nigeria by President Ahmed Bola
Tinubu led government, many people
including the older adults who act as family
bread winners in addition to other
responsibilities were overwhelmed with
intense pressure and stress as a result of the
increasing cost of items in the market,
especially food and other consumable goods.
The - situation became very pathetic and
distressful such that people that had
experienced mental problems in the past were
in dilemma leading to a kind of relapse or re-
occurrence of cases of mental illness dictated
by as the harsh economic realities (Omotosho
et al, 2024). Owoeye (2024) opined that
anxiety and depression seems to be the most
prevalent among other forms of mental
disorders capable of re-occurring in the
periods of economic hardship. What this
means is that if someone who had depression
before gets into difficult economic situation
as witnessed during the 2023 fuel subsidy
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removal in Nigeria and 2022-naira re-design
exercise  witnessed  under  President
Muhammadu Buhari’s administration, the
individual may likely have a re-occurrence of
depressive symptoms of mental illness as
he/she can no longer actualize his/her dreams
because of economic adversities (Obokoh &
Athekame, 2024).

Obidigbo (2021) in the same vein
opined that economic hardship affects
peoples” ways of thinking and their general
behaviours. The author also revealed that
many older adults, especially men who may
have experienced substance/ alcohol disorder
in most cases tend to relapse as a coping
strategy for emotional or psychological
problems. This implies that the economic
conditions in many countries, including
Nigeria, have given rise to high level of
emotional disorders and mental illness among
the ageing population. A great number of
people become frustrated and highly worried
in their various undertaking as a result of
economic shocks meted on their wellbeing
(MCDaid et al, 2013). Obiotika (2023) also
stated that as a result of economic hardship,
hunger and poverty, many people see
Medicare only in their dreams resulting to
depression, anxiety and post-traumatic stress
disorders. This situation is far different from
what is obtainable in the precolonial African
societies where the wellbeing of older family
members was undertaken by the extended
family system and the society with efforts
geared towards curbing all circumstances that
could generate mental illness for older adults
(Tesfaye, 2020, Ezeakor & Nnaemeka, 2023).

Relapse in mental illness, especially
among the older adults here refers to the re-
occurrence of the individual’s previous
illness after a period of full or partial recovery
(Birhan, 2025). It is a return or worsening of
symptoms of mental health conditions after a
period of improvement or remission. It also
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represents a setback in the recovery process
and which is capable of affecting various
aspects of the individual’s life. Dun (2018)
remarked that the relapse rate among
individuals with mental disorder could be
influenced by various factors such as
duration of the illness, nature of mental
illness, frequency of the episode, social
supports, medication adherence, duration of
medication cessation, hospitalization history,
symptom severity, current functioning and
socio-demographic features.

Despite  significant studies in
developed countries and other developing
nations on mental illness relapse among
different segments of the population, not
much have been conducted in Nigeria with
focus on older adults, especially in Ilorin
metropolis. Understanding the nature of
economic hardships that promotes relapse in
mental illness can guide specific actions to
mitigate its impacts in the future and enhance
the overall wellbeing of the ageing population
in Nigeria. This study, therefore, filled the
gap inknowledge by exploring the perception
of the general public in Ilorin metropolis on
issues related to mental illness relapse among

- older adults under the economic hardship that

had enveloped Nigeria. Specifically, the
following objectives were pursued: (i) To find
out the relationship between income or
financial status and mental illness relapse
among older adults (ii) To ascertain whether
the job or occupational status of older adults
has influence on mental illness relapse among -
older persons in Ilorin metropolis (iii) To
examine the relationship between areas of
residence and mental illness relapse among
older adults in Ilorin metropolis and finally
(iv) To ascertain the role of social workers in
addressing issues related to mental illness
relapse among older adults. (v) Finally, to
make some recommendations based on the
study findings.
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Methods

Study Setting

The study was conducted in Ilorin metropolis
which is the capital city of Kwara state in the
North Central Nigeria. It is located on latitude
8% 24 N and 83° 6 N, Longitude 4° 10 E and
40° 36 E of the equator and situated between
the densely populated south west and middle
belt of Nigeria. The metropolis is made up of
three Local Government areas: Ilorin west,
Ilorin East and Ilorin south with a greater
percentage of the population engaged in
agriculture, although a sizeable proportion are
seen in allied businesses and civil service.
Many educational institutions are located in
the metropolis including the prestigious
University of Ilorin. The dominant language
spoken by the people is Yoruba although
English is used, especially in key official
activities while Islam and Christianity form
the major religious affiliation of the people.
The estimated population of the area by the
last quarter of 2025 stands at 1,099,960 (NPC,
2024)

Study design
The study employed the mixed method which
combines both the quantitative and

qualitative data collection techniques to

explore the perception of people resident in
Ilorin metropolis on mental illness relapse
under the economic hardship in Nigeria. In
other words, structured questionnaire formed
the data collection instrument for the
quantitative  technique while in-depth
interview was used for the qualitative data.
The items in the questionnaire and interview
guide were pre-tested to ensure precision and
relationship with the study objectives.
Sampling procedure

The multi-stage sampling technique was
adopted. The three local government areas:
[lorin East, Ilorin South and Ilorin West were
stratified into three. From each of the council

area or strata, one general hospital or
government owned medical centre was
purposively chosen as they offer mental
health services to patients. The medical
centres or government hospital chosen were
Kwara stat¢ General Hospital, Taiwo Road
(for Ilorin west), University of Ilorin Medical
Clinic (for Ilorin south) and the University of
Ilorin Teaching Hospital (for Ilorin East).
Systematic random sampling was used to
select ten (10) respondents from the list of
patients currently receiving treatments and
those attending mental health check-up in
different days within the mental health and
behavioural units of each of the hospitals
totalling 30 respondents. The 30 respondents
were then administered with questionnaire
that consisted of open and close ended items
with the help of one research assistant. In
addition, two respondents from each of the
hospitals who were not - part of the
questionnaire were selected and subjected to
in-depth interview. This served as a
complement to the questionnaire data. The
interviews which consisted of semi-structured
questions and which lasted between 30-45
minutes were conducted in the Hospital

premises using English and Yoruba,
depending -on respondent’s language
proficiency.

Data Analysis

Data collected from the questionnaire were
coded and analysed using SPSS (version -
26.0). Frequency distribution, tables and
percentages were used to explain individual
variable. The qualitative data was on the other
hand analysed thematically. The sub-themes
were identified based on the nuances of
respondents’ views and were subsequently
grouped into broader themes to inform the
study objectives.
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Percentage (%)

63
37

54
33
13

70
30

33
40
27

30
70

27
43
20
10

17 ¥

Findings
Table 1: Socio-demographic profiles of respondents (N=30)
Variables Frequency
Gender
Male 19
Female 11
Age (in years)
60-64 16
65-69 10
70+ 4
Marital status
Single
Married 21
Ever-married
Educational Level
Primary 10
Secondary 12
Tertiary 8
Occupational/job status
Active in service/Business 9
Retired 21
Income level
Below N50,000.00 8
N50,000.00- N150,000.00 13
N151,000.00- N251,000.00 6
N252,000.00 and above 3
Residential status
Urban area
Rural area 13

43

Source: Researchers’ Field survey, 2025

The respondents’ socio-demographic
characteristics were examined as displayed in
the above table (Table 1). Majority of the
respondents (63%) were males while the
remaining 37% were females. The age of
respondents ranged from 60-64 years (54%),
05-69 years (33%) and 70 years/above (13%)
for questionnaire and 60 years and above for
the interview participants. Respondents’
marital status showed that a greater
percentage (70%) were married and the
remaining 30% were ever married while none

121

was single. The educational levels of
respondents showed that majoritv of the
respondents possessed secondary and primary
educational certificates (40% and 33%)
leaving the remaining 27% of respondents
with  tertiary educational certificates.
Similarly, the income level of respondents
revealed that greater percentage (43%) were
within the income of N50,000-N150,000
followed by 27% of respondents who fell
within the income level of below N50,000 per
month. The respondents’ occupational status
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showed that only 30% were still in active
service/businesses  while the  greater
percentage (70%) had retired in their various
economic engagements. Finally, respondents’

residential status showed that majority of
them (57%) were urban dwellers while the
other 43% resided in the rural areas.

Table 2: Respondents’ view on common mental disorders among older adults amidst

economic hardship
Respondents view Frequency Percentage (%)
Depression 8 26.5
Anxiety 10 3.3
Substance/alcohol disorder 5 16.7 ;
t
Sleep disorder 4 133 ’
Psychosis 3 10.2 =
Total 30

100 |

Source: Researchers’ Field survey, 2025

Table 2 showed the respondents’ views on
common mental disorders associated with
relapse among older adults in Ilorin
metropolis with anxiety and depression
(33.3% and 26.5%) recording higher,
followed by substance/alcohol use disorders
(16.7% and 13.3%) while only 10.2% of.
respondents mentioned psychosis.

Relationships between Income level and ¢
relapse in mental illness among older
adults

The study examined respondents’ views on

the relationships between the financial status

or income level and relapse in mental illness
among older adults in [lorin metropolis in the
context economic hardship. Respondents’

views were captured as seen in Table 3 below.

Table 3: Respondents’ views on the relationships between Income level and relapse in
mental illness among older adults )

Respondents’ views Level of Income per month Total

Below N50,000 N50,000- N151,000 N252,000
N150,000 . N251,000 and above

High level of relapse 6 (75%) 9 (69%) 5 (83%) 2 (67%) 22(73%)
Low level of relapse  2(25%) 4(25%) 1(17%) 1(33%)  8(27%)
Total 8(100%) 13(100%)  6(100%) 3(100%) . 30(100%)

Source: Researchers’ field survey, 2024

122 ' |
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Table 3 revealed that a greater percentage of
respondents  (75%, 69% and 83%
respectively) maintained that older adults
with low income are susceptible to high level
~of mental illness relapse during the period of
economic hardship compared with 25% and
17% of others who had contrary views. The
result of the chi-square statistical analysis
also showed that the level of income that
accrues to the individual to a large extent
determines the rate of mental illness relapse
among older adults, especially in the period
of economic hardship (x>= 0.49, p<0.05,
df=3).

A male interview participant who also
supported this view has this to say:

Table 4: Respondents® views on the influence of occupational

relapse among older adults

It is not easy for one not

to relapse when going

through mental health

problems in this type of

economy. Children in

the house  cannot

understand the issue of

economic hardship.

You must. provide for

them once they are

hungry. It is only by the

grace of God.
Another participant said, ‘Lack of finance
brings frustrations and depression which may
continue to re-surface if our politicians
continue to put us in this economic mess’.

status on mental illness

Respondents’ views Current job/occupational Status Total 5
Active in s;ervice/ Retired
Businesses
Yes 8(89%) 15(71%) 23 (77%)
No 1(11%) 6(29%) 7 (23%)
Total 9(100%) 21(100%) 30(100%)

Source: Researchers’ field survey, 2024

Table 4 above revealed that majority of
respondents (89% and 71%) maintained that
the job or occupational status has impact on
mental illness relapse among older adults as
against 11% and 29% of respondents who had
a contrary view. The result of the chi-square
statistical ~ analysis also agreed with
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respondents’ opinion (3*=1.12, p<0.05, df=1).
Since the chi-square value (1.12) is greater
than the critical value (0.0039), the
relationships between occupational status and
mental illness relapse among older adults in
Ilorin metropolis is statistically significant.
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One of the female participants also had this

to say:
Some of us who are no longer
working become isolated that
We cannot avoid worries
because there is nothing to
keep us busy. No pension and
no more friends to chat with
unlike when we were working.
It is not possible for one not to
have issues of mental health.

Even if you have been on
medication, it is not the
solution, it will still Te-occur
because the situation has not
changed.
Another male participant remarked, ‘Once
you have had mental health problem, you are
trapped becduse you cannot cure it
permanently ‘since the root causes are still
there’.

Table 5: Respondents’ views on the relationships between areas of residence and mental

illness relapse among older adults

Respondents’ views

Areas of Residence Total
Urban Rural
Yes 10(59%) 8(62%) 18(60%)
No 7(41%) 5(38%) 12(40%)
Total 17(100%) 13(100%) 30(100%)

Source: Researchers’ Jield survey. 2024

In Table 5 above, respondents’ views showed
that 59% and 62% affirmed that areas of
residence to a lage extent dictates the
frequency of relapse on mental illness among
older adults as against 41% and 38% of
respondents with contrary views. The result
of the analysis of chi-square statistical
inference also confirmed similar outcome (y?
=8.32, p<0.05, df=1). As such, since the chi-
square value (8.32) is greater than the critical
value (0.0039), the association between areas
of residence and respondents’ views on
mental illness relapse for older adults is
statistically significant.
A male participant expressed his view this
way:

Those of us living in the urban

centre are battling with a very
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big load like house rent,
electricity bills, water rate,
security bills and others. You
pay for everything. Our
colleagues that are living in
the villages are better off, they
have little to worry and mental
problems or relapse is highly
reduced.

Discussion of Findings

The study was set out to explore public
perception of mental illness relapse among
older adult resident in Ilorin metropolis
during economic hardship that had enveloped
Nigeria in the contemporary periods. It is
obvious that the problems of relapse in mental
health problems are very common, however,
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the situation seems to have been exacerbated
by current economic downturn that had
affected many countries including Nigeria,
resulting to hunger and other forms of
hardship. Omotosho (2024) opined that
mental disorders accounts for 6% of ailments
experienced by older adults in most countries.
In other words, the uncertainties surrounding
the economic situation in Nigeria and the
experience of hunger and high cost of items,
transportation and increasing cost of medical
services, increase in children’s school fees
and others had created emotional trauma and
mental illness relapse among older adults.
Study findings, therefore, revealed
that the level of income or financial status of
the individual has a strong influence on
mental health relapse, especially among older
persons. A greater percentage of respondents
(75%, 69% and 83%) made the revelations as
against 11%, 27% and 17% who had contrary
views. This finding aligned with the
submission of Ani et al (2024) that lack of
money and the problems of rising cost of
commodities have been the major
contributing factors to various mental health
challenges and relapse including depression
and anxiety. Obokoh (2024) also remarked
that Nigeria’s economic hardship has been
exacerbated by  high inflation and
skyrocketing prices of food, the devaluation
of the currency and dwindling employment
opportunities, all affecting the mental health
and relapse among the population.
Another finding of the study showed that the
occupational or job status of the individual is
largely capable of exerting significant
influence on mental illness relapse among
older persons, especially in the context of
economic hardship. A greater percentage of
respondents (89% and 71%) made the
revelation as against 29% and 11% who had
a contrary view. The outcome of chi-square
statistical analysis also aligned with the
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position. Ezeakor and Nnaemeka (2023)
posited that older persons after retirement
from active service or businesses oftentimes
are alone at home and no longer enjoying the
social connections in the work places which
result to a long-lasting psychological
consequences including depression, anxiety
and overall relapse in mental disorders.
Similarly, Animasahun and Chapman (2017)
supporting the finding, noted that older
persons who had retired from the economic
productive phase are mostly vulnerable to
experiencing economic hardship and relapse
in mental disorder.

Finally, study findings also revealed
that the individual’s areas of residence has a
strong association with mental illness relapse
among older adults. A greater percentage
(59% and 62%) of respondents made the
revelation. Similarly, the result of the chi-
square statistical analysis also aligned with
this finding (x>=8.32, p<0.05, df=1) This
finding confirmed the submission of
Animasahun and Chapman (2017) that older
adults living in the rural areas mostly engage
in farming -and do not pay house rent,
electricity bills, water rate, sanitation rate and
others that impact financial stress and mental
health disorders that are common with urban
dwellers. Majority of the interview
participants also agreed with this revelation.
Social work is a human service-oriented
profession dedicated to assist individuals,
groups, and communities in the process of
coping effectively with their physical,
emotional/psychological,  socio-economic
and other challenges bordering on their
wellbeing. Mhlanga et al (2021) remarked
that right from its development, social
workers have been in the forefront of
assessing,  planning, implementing,
monitoring and evaluation of initiatives
meant to mitigate mental illness and its re-
occurrence among older adults and other
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segments of the population. Kourgiantakis et
al (2020) also noted that through full
assessment or diagnosis of client’s emotional
functioning, physical health or social history
of ailment, financial stability, support
systems, safety and other unique needs of
clients, social workers could address mental
health crisis/relapse among older adults using
counselling, advocacy, referral, brokering,
and other short-term therapies. The essence is
to ignite hope, regain strength and influence
their ways of perception. Agha et al (2020)
noted that through counselling  and
application of other social work therapies,
some harmful traditional practices or societal
norms, new technologies and economic
pressures could be addressed which provide
opportunities for clients with mental health
problems to re-define themselves.

The economic realities in Nigeria
have shown an unprecedented increase in
poverty and hardship occasioned by subsidy,
naira depreciation, high rate of inflation and
fall in GDP under the current administration
of Ahmed Bola Tinubu. The overall
consequences include the exacerbation of the
existing mental health crisis among a greater
percentage of the population. Eriye (2025)
revealed that Nigeria is one of the Africa
nations that is yet to meet up with the World

Health Organization’s (WHO) bench mark of -

allocating at least 15% of the nation’s budget
to healthcare. The implication is that about
75% of health care expenses are undertaken
by the individuals, thereby increasing the-
anxieties of the people. Social workers in this
respect try to connect clients with the
available resources/opportunities so as to
foster resilience in the face of such
adversities. In addition, they encourage their
clients on the optimum utilization of
resources, build competences on the
community members and carry  out
aggressive campaign against government

oppressive policies on mental héalth and
older adults’ wellbeing, especially in the
cases where the older adults are seen as a
drain to the society.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Mental health relapse among older adults has __
become an issue of great concern and a

challenge -to human wellbeing both in
developed and developing countries. This
study examined the issue in the context of
economic hardship in Nigeria with older
adults resident in Tlorin metropolis, Kwara
state. Study findings revealed that the
financial or income level of individuals has a
strong relationships with mental illness
relapse among older adults. In other words,
lack of money to cope with the skyrocketing
cost of foods and medical services,
transportation and others could make people
who once experienced mental health
disorders to  relapse. Similarly, the
occupational status and areas of residence
were also discovered to have strong influence
on mental health relapse among older adults,
especially in the period of economic hardship.
Based on the foregoing, a number of
recommendations were advanced. Firstly,
there is the ‘need to strengthen the socio-
economic and developmental policies of the
nation, including the social security
programmes and others related to older
adults” wellbeing. Equally, there is the need
for synergy and collaboration among experts
in the field of psychiatry, social work,
psychology, counselling, medicine and other
human service profession to sensitize and
educate the population on the need or ways to
avoid mental health relapse. Finally, cash
grants and other forms of social investment
programmes of the government should be
extended to older adults.
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