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Introduction

Insecurity and armed conflicts are serious 

global issues bedeviling various countries, with Nigeria 

being no exception. Currently, Nigeria is ranked 143rd 

out of the 163 countries on the Global Peace Index. 

Additionally, on the 2022 Global Terrorism Index, it is 

ranked third in Africa and sixth globally (1). Crises and 

acts of terror have had a negative impact on the 

country and its citizens. Records show that the actions 

of Boko Haram, bandits, and herdsmen, along with 

resulting military operations, have reportedly affected 

nearly fifteen million people between 2009 and 2017 

(2). Crimes such as ritual killings, kidnappings, rape, 

sexual violence, armed robberies, and more, further 

contribute to the numerous security challenges faced 

by the country.  

While the direct effects of these acts of 

violence on socioeconomic structures have received 

much coverage, both in academic literature and mass 
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media, the literature on the effects of these acts of 

violence on the mental health of affected individuals, 

which may have consequences extending into the 

future, needs further research to inform policy-making. 

A 2019 WHO report estimated that one in five adults in 

conflict-affected areas is affected by mental disorders. 

The same report also estimated that one in ten adults 

in such regions is affected by moderate or severe 

mental disorders (3). Such studies demonstrate that 

mental health issues in areas affected by conflict are a 

relevant and pressing concern. This commentary aims 

to describe the effects of armed conflicts and insecurity 

on the mental health of Nigerians. 

Implications of Armed Conflict on Mental Health of 

Nigerians 

The effects of armed conflict on mental health 

are manifested in various forms. These may include: 
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● Trauma 

A 2022 study conducted in a conflict-plagued 

zone in Borno reported that the severity of stress 

experienced by victims predisposed them to certain 

mental conditions, such as post-traumatic stress 

disorder, depression, anxiety, and psychosis, with 

depression and anxiety being the most prevalent 

mental disorders among these victims (4). This 

observation has been made in numerous conflict-

affected areas in Nigeria. 

For example, a 2014 study by Tagurum in 

North-central Nigeria demonstrated a significant 

association between violence and post-traumatic 

stress disorder. According to the study, 68.1% of the 

participants experienced constant watchfulness and 

were easily startled, 67.6% exhibited denial and 

avoidance of thoughts related to the crisis, 52.9% 

experienced numbness and detachment from their 

surroundings, and 42.2% had recurring nightmares (5). 

Furthermore, the effects of these conflicts persist long 

after the conflicts have ended. In Dogonahawa, a rural 

community in Plateau State, 38.5% of respondents still 

experienced depression four years after a major 

terrorist incident had occurred in their area. The same 

study also revealed a prevalence as high as 45.2% 

among heads of households (6). 

● Displacement 

In several northeastern states where the 

scourge of terrorism has become unmanageable, 

thousands of people have been forced to relocate to 

Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) camps. Reports by 

CARE indicate that in 2021, approximately 1.8 million 

Nigerians are internally displaced (7). Many of them 

have sought refuge in neighboring countries such as 

Cameroon, Chad, and Niger. The effects of forced 

displacement may include a lack of access to basic 

amenities, separation from family members, and 

disruption of education. 

The IDP camps are intended to alleviate the 

plight of violence victims, but the deplorable 

conditions in these camps have seemingly exacerbated 

their mental state. A 2018 study conducted among 

5031 individuals in IDP camps revealed that 1276 

individuals had severe emotional disorders, including 

psychological distress, psychotic disorders, and 

substance use disorders (8). Likewise, a 2020 study 

carried out among internally displaced persons (IDPs) 

in Borno reported that at least 60% of the study 

population exhibited at least one mental health 

symptom (9). 

Living conditions in these camps are 

suboptimal, and individuals in positions of authority 

within these camps, such as policemen, government 

officers, and soldiers, often abuse their power. 

Furthermore, the conditions in these camps contribute 

to the prevalence of sexual abuse and domestic 

violence, as victims are unable to report such abuses 

(10). These factors exacerbate the emotional well-

being of these individuals. 

● Impact on children and young women 

Families who have lost their loved ones and 

internally displaced people are particularly vulnerable 

and experience various mental health issues, such as 

post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, depression, 

substance abuse, psychosis, antisocial behavior, and 

somatic symptoms, which may even lead to suicide. 

Reports by CARE indicate that among the more than 

1.8 million internally displaced people in Northern 

Nigeria, 80% are women and children who suffer from 

gender-based violence and mental illnesses resulting 

from conflict and a lack of means of sustenance (7). 

Children in IDP camps often bear the brunt of 

the poor living conditions. Many of these children have 

become orphaned due to their parents' deaths in 

conflicts, which further exacerbates their mental 

health. A qualitative study conducted in 2022 on young 

IDPs in Northern Nigeria revealed that they 

encountered numerous mental health challenges 

during and after displacement (11). 

Additionally, reports from UNICEF indicate that 

Boko Haram insurgents have increasingly been 

recruiting young children into armed groups as child 

soldiers. It is estimated that between 2008 and 2022, 

insurgents recruited nearly 8,000 children (12). Many 

of these children are abducted from their towns, given 

weapons, and forced into combat. The combination of 

the stress of combat and their young age creates a 

precarious situation that can have long-term effects on 

their mental health. Similar observations have already 

been made in studies conducted in Africa and other 
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regions. For instance, a study in Uganda involving 330 

former child soldiers revealed a 61% prevalence of 

clinically significant behavioral and emotional 

problems, as well as a 33% prevalence of post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (13). This suggests 

that further studies in this area could shed light on 

another dimension of the challenges faced by young 

children and adolescents in conflict situations. 

Sexual violence, particularly against women 

and young girls, is pervasive in conflict-affected areas. 

In addition to being recruited as terrorists, many 

women and girls are subjected to rape or forced into 

marriage, often at very young ages. The case of the 

Chibok and Dapchi abductees provides significant 

anecdotal evidence — a considerable number of the 

girls released between 2017 and 2018 were either 

pregnant or had babies with them. These young 

women and girls face, and continue to face, stigma 

from their communities upon their release, being 

labeled as 'wife of a killer,' 'Boko Haram wife,' and 

'Annoba' (epidemic) (14). 

Worse still, the IDP camps, which are meant to 

provide some protection to victims of conflicts, often 

fail in safeguarding young girls and women from sexual 

abuse. Individuals in positions of authority frequently 

abuse their power, sometimes demanding sexual 

favors in exchange for expedited access to essential 

resources such as food, shelter, and protection. A 

culture of silence permeates these camps, 

discouraging victims from speaking out about the 

abuse they endure. As a 19-year-old resident of 

Abagena camp in Makurdi, housing 8,000 people, 

expressed, "Victims are often threatened to remain 

silent or face eviction, especially if the abuser is a camp 

official" (10). Studies conducted in these camps have 

revealed that survivors of sexual abuse exhibit up to 20 

times more symptoms of post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) and depression (4). These alarmingly 

high figures may stem from the unique environment 

within these camps that perpetuates a culture of 

sexual abuse. 

● Impoverishment 

A paper by Usman (15) highlights that 

impoverishment is one of the many consequences of 

terrorist activities. Considering that a sustainable 

source of livelihood is crucial for mental and emotional 

well-being, it can be deduced that this significantly 

impacts the mental health of individuals in conflict-

affected areas. This can be observed in studies 

comparing the levels of depression and post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD) among caregivers and 

dependents. In the Dogonahawa study, the rate of 

depression among heads of households reached 

45.2%, compared to 28.6% among dependents (6). 

Similarly, a 2005 study conducted in Kenya reported a 

remarkably high rate of 80% among heads of 

households who experienced conflict, in contrast to 

10.6% among heads who did not experience conflict 

(16). 

● Impact on military personnel 

The effects also impact military personnel, 

who have reported higher levels of stress while serving 

in regions affected by terrorism. According to a 2020 

review study, military personnel deployed in combat 

situations faced an elevated risk of adverse effects, 

including an increased incidence of post-deployment 

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and depression 

(17). Many Nigerian military personnel are stationed in 

distant areas for extended periods, serving on the 

frontlines of the conflict. Breaks are often short or 

infrequent, resulting in the accumulation of stress and 

other symptoms of poor mental health. 

A report from 2021 on the mental health status 

of military combatants who had served on the 

frontlines of the Boko Haram conflict highlighted the 

use of alcohol, substance abuse, and sexual 

promiscuity as coping mechanisms among affected 

military personnel (18). Many of these combatants 

suffer from flashbacks, sleep disturbances, and 

hyperarousal states as a result of their time in battle. 

Additionally, these personnel often experience 

persistent feelings of guilt, shame, and stigma, along 

with ethical and moral conflicts. 

Recommendations 

The process of properly and adequately 

addressing mental health issues in areas affected by 

conflicts will require a multifaceted approach. We 

recommend the following measures: 

The government should prioritize the 

psychological well-being of Nigerians in all regions by 
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providing adequate resources to the healthcare sector 

at all levels. As a positive step forward, the government 

should establish and financially support community-

based mental health centers. These centers would play 

a crucial role in addressing psychological and mental 

disorders that arise as a result of insecurity and armed 

conflicts. 

Because the psychological consequences of 

armed conflict on the population can have long-term 

effects, it is important for the government to establish 

policies that require home-based agencies to prioritize 

mental healthcare for those affected by insecurity and 

armed conflict. Moreover, individuals living in conflict-

affected areas should be trained to provide care and 

support to those affected, rather than stigmatizing 

them. 

Additionally, it is important to foster more 

partnerships between local NGOs and international 

organizations. Governments in the Northeastern states 

should collaborate with NGOs like the Neem 

Foundation to enhance the provision of mental health 

services to individuals in conflict-affected zones. It is 

crucial to pursue partnerships with organizations such 

as the International Organization for Migration, 

Médecins du Monde, InterSOS, International Rescue 

Committee, and other similar entities to facilitate the 

delivery of mental health services to affected areas. 

As armed conflict affects all regions in Nigeria, 

it is essential to conduct further studies to assess the 

mental health of Nigerians in all areas, particularly in 

the Southern regions where there is a lack of primary 

data. Research in these areas may uncover a higher 

prevalence of violence-related mental health issues. 

This knowledge would be vital for effectively 

addressing the situation and could serve as an initial 

step towards establishing a more comprehensive 

mental healthcare framework across the entire 

country. 

Conclusion 

Insecurity and armed conflict are among the 

most significant issues currently afflicting Nigeria. Their 

impact on the mental health of the population is 

detrimental. There is a pressing need for enhanced 

provision of mental health services to address these 

effects on the people. The government bears a 

significant responsibility in implementing policies, 

equipping the healthcare sector, and fostering 

partnerships to mitigate the short-term and long-term 

consequences of armed conflicts and insecurity on the 

population. 
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