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 Nigeria, the giant of Africa, is a West African country with a total land area of 910,770 square kilometers and a 
population of 198,778,607 people. She is made up of diverse people based on ethnic group, language, religion, 
etc. The diversities present in the country, however, have been a major cause of conflicts. Conflict in Nigeria has 
resulted in the death, displacement, sexual violations, injuries, disabilities among others, of the population 
affected. Zones commonly affected in Nigeria are the north east (due to Boko Haram insurgency), north 
central(territorial dispute between nomadic farmers and the community dwellers compounded by ethno-
religious issues) and south south (high unemployment rate despite the presence of a mineral resource 
[petroleum] and ecological degradation due to oil spillage) geopolitical zones. Children, victims of sexual 
violence, families that lost their loved ones, refugees and internally displaced people are the main victims of 
mental illness in conflicting regions in Nigeria. Individuals affected by conflict could present with varying mental 
health conditions such as post-traumatic stress disorders (PTSD), anxiety disorder, depression, substance misuse, 
psychosis, anti-social behaviours, somatic symptoms such as headaches, non-specific pains or discomfort in 
torso and limbs, dizziness, weakness, and fatigue, etc. This study presented the mental health status of the 
individuals in these conflict zones. Authors appeal that their recommendations be applied to reduce the burden 
of mental illness in the conflict zones in Nigeria. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Nigeria, the giant of Africa, is a West African country with 
a total land area of 910,770 square kilometers and a population 
of 198,778,607 people (Worldometers, 2019). Nigeria is made 
up of diverse people based on ethnic group, language, religion, 
etc. (Findlay, 2019). There are over 250 ethnic groups and 
languages in Nigeria, the major ones are the Hausa and Fulani 
in the north, the Yoruba in the southwest and the Igbo in the 
southeast (Encylopedia Britannica, 2019). The major religions 
practiced are Christianity, Islamic and African traditional 
religion (New World Encylopedia, 2018). The diversities 
present in the country have been a major cause of conflicts 
(Akpan, 2007). 

Conflict is an interactive process manifested by 
incompatibility, disagreement or dissonance within or 
between social entities (Gabriel, 2018). Conflict in Nigeria has 
resulted in the death, displacement, sexual violations, injuries, 
disabilities among others, of the population affected 

(Integrated Regional Information Networks, 2012). Zones 
commonly affected in Nigeria are the north east, north central 
and south south geopolitical zones (Suleman, 2016). The north 
east comprises of six states and has the highest number of 
recorded conflict compared to other zones over the last eight 
years. The cause of conflict in this zone is majorly due to Boko 
Haram insurgency (Azad, Crwaford and Kaila, 2018). The 
actions of this group and the resulting military operations have 
reportedly affected nearly fifteen million people between 2009 
and 2017 (Adesina, Kanmodi and Merrick, 2019; Obi, 
Uzochukwu and Chukwuemeka, 2018).  

Conflict in the north central geopolitical zone is caused by 
territory dispute between the nomadic farmers and the 
community dwellers, with ethno-religious issues 
compounding the conflict (Adesina and Kanmodi, 2019a; Obi, 
Uzochukwu and Chukwuemeka, 2018; Osimen, Oyewole and 
Akinwumi, 2017). The south south zone is the major source of 
petroleum (black gold) in Nigeria. This zone however suffers 
from ecological degradation as a result of oil spillage (Albert, 
Amarantunga and Haigh, 2018; Osuagwu and Olaifa, 2018). 
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The zone is conflicted due to high unemployment rate despite 
the presence of a mineral resource, political tensions among 
others (Ibaba, 2008). This has resulted in high criminal and 
bandit activities, oil pipelines explosions, abduction and 
robberies (Azad, Crwaford and Kaila, 2018). 

IMPLICATIONS OF CONFLICT ON MENTAL 
HEALTH 

The mental health of individuals or communities is usually 
affected during or after conflicts. Individually, people react to 
conflicts in various ways depending on the nature and severity 
of conditions they are faced with (Virga et al., 2014). The age, 
maturity, sex and occupation of the individual also affects the 
way they respond to conflict. Children, victims of sexual 
violence, families that lost their loved ones, refugees and 
internally displaced people are the main victims of mental 
illness (Pritchard and Choonara, 2017). Individuals affected by 
conflict could present with varying mental health conditions 
such as post-traumatic stress disorders (PTSD), anxiety 
disorder, depression, substance misuse, psychosis, anti-social 
behaviours, somatic symptoms such as headaches, non-
specific pains or discomfort in torso and limbs, dizziness, 
weakness, and fatigue, etc (Adesina and Kanmodi, 2019b; 
Bisson et al., 2015; McDonald, 2007; Murthy and 
Lakshminarayana, 2006). 

Ten mental health specialists groups in northeast Nigeria 
conducted 294 outreach sessions from April to June, 2018. 
During the outreach 5031 individuals in selected primary 
health care facilities and internally displaced peoples camp 
health facilities in north east Nigeria were treated for different 
mental illnesses (MHPSS Nigeria, 2018). A total of 1276 
individuals had severe emotional disorders, 1229 had seizure 
disorders associated with psychological distress, 925 medically 
unexplained somatic complaints, 774 had psychotic disorders, 
349 had substance use disorder and 337 had other complaints 
(MHPSS, 2018).  

A study was conducted in north central Nigeria (Jos) among 
individuals who witnessed ethno-religious violence. This 
study showed a significant association between violence and 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Tagurum et al., 2014). 
Majority (68.1%) of the participants experienced constant 
watchfulness and were easily startled, 67.6% were in denial 
and avoidance of thoughts of the crisis, 52.9% experienced 
numbness and detachment from surroundings and 42.2% 
experienced recurring nightmares (Tagurum et al., 2014). In 
another study carried out among trauma victims in north 
central Nigeria (Dogonahawa community, Plateau state) 
among 266 participants, 47% being head of households and 
53% being dependants. 45.2% of the head of households and 
28.6% of dependents had depression (Taru et al., 2018). 

In Nigeria, as of December 2018, 2,026,602 people were 
internally displaced (International Organization for Migration, 
2018). This is majorly due to conflicts especially those caused 
by the Boko Haram sect (The Guardian, 2012). These 
individuals are therefore homeless and have to endure the 
conditions present in the camps set up for them (Obi and 
Eboreime, 2017). The crimes, conflicts and the conditions of 

the camps can put any individual in emotional stress and 
exposure to the varying mental health conditions (Morina et 
al., 2018). 

Women and girls in north east Nigeria are sexually 
assaulted by militia of the Boko Haram sect (Adesina, Kanmodi 
and Merrick, 2019). These women and girls do come down with 
social isolation, depression, suicidal ideation and suicide 
(Read, 2017). Children at their young age are recruited to 
become members of the Boko Haram militia (The Readers 
Bureau, 2014). They can become affected with mental illness 
especially because of the rigor and aggressiveness of military 
and terrorism warfare. Children who are victims of conflicts in 
any region of Nigeria also suffer from mental illness (Pitchard 
and Choonara, 2017). A study conducted in north east Nigeria 
showed that the military personnel involved in the conflict 
zones have high likelihood of developing post-traumatic stress 
disorder and avoidance symptom (Dami et al., 2018). 

CONCLUSION 

Nigeria’s diversities have been the cause of conflicts which 
has resulted in the death, displacement, sexual violations, 
injuries, disabilities among others, of the population affected. 
Of the six geopolitical zones in Nigeria, three: north east (Boko 
Haram insurgency), north central (territorial dispute between 
nomadic farmers and the community dwellers compounded by 
ethno-religious issues) and south south (high unemployment 
rate despite the presence of a mineral resource [petroleum] 
and ecological degradation due to oil spillage) are majorly 
affected. This study presented the mental health status of the 
population inhabiting this zone. Appropriate 
recommendations to improve the mental health status of the 
populace inhabiting these zones were presented. 

RECOMMENDATION 

It’s essential that psychological needs of Nigerians should 
be prioritized especially those in conflict zones. Therefore, it 
is essential that; 

• Primary health care providers are trained to recognize 
and manage common mental health conditions. 

• Institutions addressing mental health of the conflict 
affected population should not only focus on the major 
cities. The safe rural regions should also be visited.  

• More studies are done to determine the prevalence of 
various mental health conditions in the conflict zones. 
• Individuals living in conflict zones are trained on how 
to handle and care for people in the community that have 
been affected directly or indirectly by conflict, rather than 
stigmatizing them. 
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