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Research Paper
Traumatic Experiences and Access to Trauma-informed Care 
Among Undergraduate Students: Evidence From Nigeria

Background: Students with traumatic incidents, such as kidnapping and sexual assault, have 
been adversely associated with their low grades despite the existence of units that provide 
trauma-informed care (TIC) in Nigerian universities. This means that trauma-informed services 
tailored toward undergraduate students are ineffective. This research explored students’ traumatic 
experiences and access to trauma-informed care in Nigerian universities. 

Methods: A phenomenological approach was adopted to investigate the lived experiences of 
students who have undergone trauma. A purposeful sampling method was used to select 15 
participants from three universities. Data collection involved conducting in-depth, open-ended 
interviews with these participants via online platforms. The interview data were first transcribed. 
The transcripts were read, and initial and axial coding were done. Finally, thematic analysis was 
used to identify the patterns and relationships among coded data. Through this analytical process, 
three categories and eleven themes emerged. 

Results: The findings indicated that students encountered traumatic events, such as sexual abuse, 
bullying, and unfair punishment in academic environments; in addition, students experienced 
terrorism, kidnapping, ritual killings, and death in their communities. Students were disappointed 
with the services of the Students’ Affairs Department when facing trauma, such as sexual assaults 
or bullying, and often sought TIC from academic advisers and peers. 

Conclusion: This research emphasizes the traumatic experiences encountered by undergraduate 
students both at their universities and in their surrounding communities, along with their 
opportunities for accessing TIC services. This research recommends that the Student Affairs 
Department upgrade its services for traumatized students. 

Keywords: Traumatic, Posttraumatic, Trauma-informed care (TIC), Nigerian undergraduate 
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Introduction

rauma is a psychological condition result-
ing from individual experiences of atroci-
ties, abuse, death, disasters, and casual-
ties [1, 2]. Traumatic experiences refer to 
situations where social, technological, or 
natural influences significantly impact a 

student's emotional and physical well-being, leading to 
disruptions in their social, academic, and mental health 
[3]. Students’ traumatic experiences entail exposure to 
emotionally life-threatening situations, such as school 
shootings, abuse, and kidnapping [3]. Trauma occurs 
when a student struggles to recognise a safe space within 
their school environment to process and cope with dis-
tressing experiences [4, 5]. These kinds of trauma are 
common in educational settings and negatively impact 
their well-being [6]. In Nigeria, students experience trau-
matic events due to high levels of insecurity, which have 
grievously disrupted their educational system [7]. Trau-
matic events have created a state of uncertainty, leading 
to widespread deaths of students, closure of schools, and 
devastating impacts on the victims' educational goals [3, 
7]. Northern Nigeria is experiencing a surge in terrorist 
attacks on universities and colleges due to armed con-
flict between Nigerian security forces and Boko Haram, 
resulting in deaths and internal displacement [8]. Also, 
attacks in Kaduna state have resulted in the abduction of 
280 students and teachers from two schools [7] and 70 
students from Yawuri Government Secondary School in 
Zamfara [9].

Similarly, in Southern Nigeria, insecurity due to free-
dom agitators (indigenous people of Biafra (IPOB)) has 
caused traumatic events due to their clashes with secu-
rity [10]. In 2021, suspected IPOB members allegedly 
pursued students from Nkume secondary school during 
their West African Examination Council (WAEC) ex-
ams [9]. Undergraduate students' exposure to traumatic 
events can negatively impact cognitive skills [11], lead-
ing to behavioural issues, like aggression and emotional 
imbalance, potentially causing suspension [12]. Students 
who experience emotional stress, threats to life and 
property, may suffer from depression and post-traumat-
ic stress disorder (PTSD) in the absence of trauma-in-
formed care (TIC) [5]. 

TIC emerged in response to the negative effects of 
trauma on students, especially those with adverse child-
hood experiences [13]. Trauma-informed school envi-
ronments help students feel supported and improve their 
academic success [14]. TIC implementation necessitates 
school leaders' support, trauma-sensitive teaching meth-

ods, positive behaviour responses, policy modifications, 
teacher training, and collaboration with mental health 
professionals [15]. Having a trauma-informed environ-
ment benefits academic performance [16], but it remains 
underutilized in higher education [17]. 

Literature abounds with students’ traumatic experi-
ences. In studies involving traumatized students, ap-
proximately 6-12% report symptoms relevant to diag-
nosing PTSD, while a good number of students [85%] 
have been through a traumatic event during their stay 
in school, and 21% of the students have experienced 
an event during college [18]. The study differs from the 
current study because it was conducted in the USA and 
utilized a mixed-methods approach to promote trauma 
recovery and assist teachers in engaging trauma-affected 
children. Furthermore, a study reported that students 
who have suffered trauma will not be capable of dealing 
effectively with pressures, setbacks, challenges, and ad-
versities in the future [11]. The reviewed study evaluates 
children's health, behaviour, and academic outcomes, 
unlike the current study, which explored the experi-
ences of higher education students. A study revealed that 
20% of trauma-affected youth exhibit behavioural is-
sues, compared to only 10% without a trauma history 
[19]. Research shows that individuals with a history 
of traumatic experiences, including adverse childhood 
experiences, experience lifelong physical, mental, and 
emotional effects, potentially leading to complex mental 
health disorders like PTSD [20].

Concerning TIC, a study reported that trauma-informed 
awareness increases in knowledge of TIC and trauma-
informed educational strategies and the improved ability 
to support students [21]. The study was not conducted in 
Nigeria and did not examine the students' experiences of 
TIC in higher education. A study outlined the rationale 
for trauma-informed approaches in higher education in-
stitutions, emphasising the importance of cultural com-
petency and cultural humility through a literature review 
approach [22]. However, this study did not explore the 
lived experiences of higher education students’ access 
to TIC. Similarly, another study used a literature review 
lens to explore the incorporation of TIC into school-
based programs and reported that some schools have 
successfully incorporated trauma-informed approaches 
into adolescent pregnancy prevention programs [12]. 
The current study focused on the experiences of trauma-
tised students and their access to TIC at Nigerian univer-
sities, differing from the review study's objectives.

T
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Research indicates that students frequently experience 
trauma in primary and secondary schools, but there is 
limited research on this issue in higher education in Ni-
geria. The study sought to provide first-hand qualitative 
evidence on the traumatic experiences students encoun-
ter and their access to TIC in Nigerian higher education. 
It aimed to answer questions about the types of aca-
demic and community-based traumatic experiences un-
dergraduate students encounter, as well as whether they 
have access to TIC. The findings are expected to benefit 
the academic community and contribute to sustainable 
development goal 4 (SDG 4), which promotes quality 
education for all [23]. The results will help school ad-
ministrators adopt effective support programs for trau-
matized students.

Methods

Setting and design

The study used a phenomenological qualitative re-
search design to investigate students’ lived and shared 
academic and community-based traumatic experiences 
and their access to TIC services. Data were collected 
between September and November 2024 through inter-
views. Nigerian universities sampled included the Uni-
versity of Nigeria Nsukka, the University of Lagos, and 
Usman Danfodiyo University in Sokoto. The University 
of Nigeria and Lagos have histories of traumatic events, 
such as sexual abuses and suicidal ideations, while Us-
man Danfodiyo is located in a terrorist prone zone. Ac-
cess to the study area was free, as responses were ob-
tained via Zoom and Google Meet.

Participants 

The study involved 15 participants recruited through 
departmental WhatsApp groups, with purposive sam-
pling restricted to students in their penultimate and final 
years who had experienced traumatic experiences. Par-
ticipants were invited to the first stage via WhatsApp. 
In the second stage, participants who shared weeks of 
traumatic experiences were selected. The third stage 
involved selecting internet-accessible participants for 
meetings via Zoom and Google Meet. The aim was to 
provide an overview of the research and ensure confi-
dentiality, using pseudonyms for anonymity. Finally, 15 
participants consented to participate.

Procedures

Two facilitators, Amos Nnaemeka Amedu and Ve-
ronica Dwarika, conducted semi-structured interviews 

through online sessions via Zoom and Google Meet. 
They hold PhDs in educational psychology and have ex-
tensive research expertise in qualitative approaches. The 
researcher developed an interview guide to promote uni-
formity and minimise biases. The guide covered primary 
research questions, open-ended questions, prompts, 
and follow-up questions. The facilitators underwent a 
day of training on the interview guide. The interviews 
were scheduled at participants’ convenience, and there 
were no right or wrong answers. The questions aim to 
uncover participants’ lived experiences of trauma and 
their access to trauma care services. Open-ended ques-
tions were used, such as Have you ever encountered 
any traumatic events? Can you articulate your feelings 
during that event? Have you ever utilised TIC services? 
And follow-up questions. The interviews were recorded, 
with each session lasting between 15 and 25 minutes. 
Participants’ responses were securely stored on an online 
platform with a password and pseudonym, providing a 
user-friendly interface and straightforward data storage, 
making it an ideal choice for researchers.

Data analysis 

The recorded sessions were transcribed verbatim. Two 
experienced coders, who also facilitated the sessions, 
carried out the open coding of the transcripts. The re-
searcher met with the coders multiple times to ensure the 
coding was consistent. After this phase, the researcher 
reviewed the coding and created initial codebooks, 
which were combined into a final codebook for axial 
coding. Frequent meetings between the researcher and 
coders helped reach a consensus. The coding agreement 
was measured using Cohen’s kappa, resulting in an 84% 
agreement rate. A third independent researcher per-
formed axial coding to minimise bias. Thematic analysis 
was conducted by coders and an independent researcher, 
who categorized the codes into broader themes. The re-
searcher defined themes, verified transcripts and codes 
for accuracy, and the lead independent researcher vali-
dated them before finalising them.

Results

The study involved participants aged 19-25 years, 
with a mean age of 22.8 years (Table 1). The partici-
pants were selected from various universities, including 
33.3% from the University of Nigeria, 27% from the 
University of Lagos, and 40% from Usman Danfodiyo 
University. Through thematic analysis, three categories 
and ten themes emerged regarding students’ traumatic 
experiences and their access to TIC services. In Figure 
1, the category of traumatic experiences within schools 
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encompasses four themes, which include academic pres-
sure, sexual abuse, unfair punishment, and bullying. The 
second category pertains to traumatic experiences within 
school communities, which include terrorism, kidnap-
pings, ritual killings, and deaths. The final category is 
access to TIC services, made up of three themes, which 
include the Students’ Affairs Department, peer group 
support, and academic adviser support. 

Traumatic experiences within schools 

Undergraduate students in Nigeria face traumatic expe-
riences, such as academic pressure, sexual abuse, unfair 
treatment, and bullying. This pressure is a significant 
source of trauma, as students feel compelled to excel due 
to previous failures and parental or teacher encourage-
ment. Almost 80% of participants experienced pressure 
during exams. Participants’ responses:

“A lecturer reported that 70% of students failed the last 
session, putting academic pressure on the students and 
causing anxiety about the upcoming exams” [Participant 
(P) 8].

“Some semesters have many courses and have carry-
over from previous sessions. I was pressured because 
classes and exams may overlap [P10]”.

“…, I have considered committing suicide a good 
number of times due to the carryover that I had, which 
messed my grade, although not anymore [P1].”

Nigerian higher education experiences widespread 
sexual abuse, particularly among female students, lead-
ing to significant trauma and shame, with 73% reporting 
sexual assaults during learning activities.

“…I went to study in my friend’s room. When we went 
to bed, he turned off the light, and when he thought I 
was asleep, he spent a great deal of time caressing and 
suckling my breast. I was too frightened to move [P6].”

“…I have a friend that I slept over at his house count-
less times; it seems like he was drunk. I can’t go into 
details on how he raped me, but yes, I was beaten and 
raped by a boy that I thought was in love with me [P9].’

Nigerian universities often suffer from unfair punish-
ment due to administrative neglect in lecturer oversight. 
These lecturers use minor student misbehaviours to 
punish the entire class, negatively impacting academic 
performance, student disengagement, and loss of inter-
est in education, with 90% recounting instances of unfair 
punishment.

“Our lecturer gave us 20-minute breaks after teaching 
for an hour. I seized the opportunity to practice in class 
for the upcoming teaching practice. He came suddenly 
and accused me of imitating him, and he threatened to 
fail me in that course, which I later failed [P2].”

“In a microeconomics class, the lecturer ended the ses-
sion after one student answered a call, advising us to 
study the remaining chapters for the exam [P4].”

Furthermore, undergraduate students in Nigeria experi-
enced bullying, which affects their academic outcomes, 
and 33.3% of the participants emphasized this.

 “…some of my classmates made fun of me each time 
I was unable to answer questions correctly. I felt really 
bad, and this messed up my self-esteem [P3].”

..Yes, final-year students usually send everyone out of 
class during night classes. At first, I used to get upset, but 
after a while, I got used to it [P5].”

Table 1. Biodata of the participants

Parameters Mean (Min-Max)/%

Age (y) 22.8 (19-25)

Gender
Male 33.3

Female 66.7

University

University of Nigeria 33.3

University of Lagos 27

Usman Danfodiyo University 40
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“A classmate fondly called me “blacky” due to my dark-
er skin tone, despite my requests for him to refrain from 
doing so. This made me depressed sometimes [P9].”

Students’ traumatic experiences within host com-
munities

This study revealed that Nigerian students encounter 
traumatic events in higher education, such as terrorism, 
ritual killings, kidnapping, and death. All students from 
northern Nigeria reported attacks by Islamist gunmen on 
universities.

“…Yes, terrorists attacked our school. I remember be-
ing in a class that evening when it started. …., the sounds 
of the gunshots were what scared me the most, and each 
time I hear loud sounds, it reminds me of that day [P3]”.

“One day, I was on my way to school when terrorists 
obstructed the road. Our driver noticed them from a dis-
tance and reversed the vehicle. I was traumatised for 
days [P6].”

“…..Our school was locked down for three months due 
to terrorist activities within the host community [P6].”

Furthermore, kidnapping is a traumatic experience, af-
fecting students’ mental health and their families. Forty-
seven percent of participants reported being kidnapped, 

causing severe trauma and flashbacks that hindered fo-
cus on lessons.

 “..my experiences with kidnappers were painful. I’m 
just happy to be back in one piece, but I wish I could 
delete the images of the body parts I saw while in captiv-
ity [P9].” 

“On my way to school, the bus I was on was hijacked, 
and we were taken to the bush. The day I was freed, I was 
blindfolded and left where they had picked us up [P4]”. 

“In 2022, my mum was kidnapped in Nsukka, and we 
were asked to bring a ransom of 1 million naira. I could 
not concentrate on school or anything [P8].

Ritual killing is common among students in higher 
education in Nigeria, impacting their mental health. This 
study found that 27% of the participants experienced 
trauma due to ritual killing in their community.

“I was going to a 7 am lecture, and I saw the corpse of 
a young lady. Some parts of her body were cut off. I was 
devastated for months [P2].”

“…I was going for exercise in the morning, and I saw 
some young boys with the dead body of a baby in the 
boot of a Mercedes-Benz. I was terrified for days [P6].” 

Figure 1. Categories and themes developed from the results
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Finally, the participants recalled that death was one of 
the devastating traumatic events that affected their men-
tal health. Twenty percent of the participants identified 
that the deaths of their relatives and colleagues were ex-
tremely overwhelming. Here are some of the responses:

“…When my mum died, the world came crumbling 
down for me, and nobody understood, especially my lec-
turers, who did not even know about it. Her death made 
me so withdrawn, and it affected my grades too [P12]”.

“…a tragic motor vehicle accident on the Onitsha-Enu-
gu expressway claimed the life of one of our classmates. 
The news left me in a state of shock for several days [P8]”.

Students’ access to TIC services in higher institutions

Nigerian higher education institutions offer TIC servic-
es to create a safe environment for students and support 
those with trauma. Participants reported access to these 
services from the student affairs department, peer group 
support, and academic adviser support, with all seek-
ing these services. This study revealed that 50% of the 
participants have sought TIC from the students’ affairs 
department.

“…the student affairs department frustrates most stu-
dents when it comes to catering for accommodation [P1 
and 2]”.

“From what I heard, they have little to nothing to offer, 
so why waste my time [P6].”

“The students’ affairs department is filled with lackadai-
sical workers, and their workers at will stress you [P15].”

Academic advisers and counsellors are important for 
helping students deal with trauma in Nigerian universi-
ties. They act as counsellors, offering support for mental 
health issues. Half of the participants reported that they 
received TIC from their academic advisers.

“When I had a missing result, I contacted my academic 
adviser for help. He assisted, and my result was released 
[P13]”.

“One time, I was going through depression because the 
school activities were overwhelming, one of the ladies 
at guidance and counselling lent me her rant and I felt 
better [P3]”.

Peer and religious groups provide TIC to students, 
with 75% consulting them after encountering traumatic 
events, emphasizing the significant influence of their 

peers, church, and fellowship groups in post-traumatic 
experiences.

“I confided in my pastor about my worries regarding 
this course, and he directed me to a senior colleague who 
supported me [P2].”

“When I shared my ordeal with the church group, they 
were very supportive, praying for me [P10]”. 

“My peer group was supportive when I told them about 
the number of carryovers I had. Some of them started 
class tutorials for me and recommended other experts in 
the field [P1].”

Discussion 

The study examined the experiences of Nigerian stu-
dents who have experienced traumatic events in school, 
including academic pressure, sexual harassment, bully-
ing, and unfair disciplinary actions. These experiences 
negatively impact their academic performance, as stu-
dents often view challenging courses as challenging due 
to their previous performance. Excessive stress in Nige-
rian academic settings is often a result of parental, peer, 
school, cultural, and societal pressures, which can either 
motivate students or lead to negative feelings and resent-
ment towards lecturers. This aligns with findings that 
parental academic pressure positively correlates with 
students’ depression and anxiety [24] and contrasts with 
a study conducted on Chinese students, which found that 
parental pressure contributed to better academic perfor-
mance [25]. The study differs from the previous study, as 
parental pressure in Nigeria is a source of stress, while in 
Australia, it is a source of motivation [25]. These differ-
ences can be attributed to cultural influences, as Nigeria 
is a collectivist culture where students are reminded that 
their academic achievements contribute to their commu-
nity's welfare. Nigerian students face socio-economic 
disparities in their academic success compared to Aus-
tralian students, who value an individualistic culture and 
focus on personal ambitions. Nigeria faces challenges, 
like corruption and deteriorating infrastructure, while 
Australia has a developed, high-income, and resilient 
digital economy. 

Additionally, this study highlights the traumatic ex-
periences of students in Nigerian schools, where they 
often seek help from peers or lecturers. Many students 
are victims of rape by their peers, and Nigerian society 
stigmatizes victims, leading to perpetrators often not be-
ing brought to book. Survivors struggle to articulate their 
experiences in fear of being stigmatized. This finding 
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resonates with the reports of Klein and Martin [26], who 
reported that students who experienced sexual abuse 
often faced mental health consequences and were less 
likely to file official reports. Boumpa et al.'s study [27] 
also found a positive correlation between child sexual 
abuse and posttraumatic stress disorder in childhood, 
adolescence, and adulthood.

Furthermore, the study revealed that students in Nigerian 
higher education often face bullying from peers and senior 
colleagues, leading to emotional harm and potential men-
tal health issues. Bullying is prevalent among final-year 
students who frequently bully first-year students, leading 
to resentment and a higher likelihood of replicating such 
experiences. This study aligns with Ahmed et al.'s report 
[28], reporting that verbal bullying is the most common 
bullying experience in higher education, particularly in 
areas not supervised by administration. It also supports 
Al-Darmaki et al.'s findings [29] that traditional bullying 
experiences, including face-to-face, verbal, and physical 
bullying, persist among university students. Additionally, 
unfair punishment in Nigerian educational institutions is 
common due to the administrators' inability to control lec-
turers' excessive behaviour. Unfair punishment can harm 
students’ mental well-being and academic performance, 
as lecturers often use insignificant offences as opportuni-
ties to punish the entire class. This finding conforms with 
Morrison and Bracy's reports [30, 31], indicating that stu-
dents perceive school rules as unfair due to inconsistent 
and varied application, and teachers' responses to misbe-
haviour as inequitable, with consequences often escalated 
without sufficient rationale

Similarly, the findings showed that students in univer-
sity communities face trauma events, including terrorism, 
mass shootings, abductions, ritualistic murders, and fam-
ily deaths. This has disrupted education, leading many 
students to relocate to the South. The ongoing traumatic 
events negatively impact students' mental health. This 
finding aligns with that of Asante [32], who found that so-
ciocultural elements influenced the perception of women 
and girls as valuable assets, leading extremist groups to 
view them as tools for negotiation and economic gain.

Similarly, in Southern Nigeria, students report traumatic 
experiences linked to ritualistic killings, possibly due to 
internet fraud among university students who engage in 
criminal activities for income. Wariboko and Nwanyan-
wu's study [33] highlights the deep-rooted internet fraud 
in Nigeria, which has intensified the get-rich-quick men-
tality, disrupted operations, and has serious socio-ethical 
implications for the country's future. These activities 
have affected students' social activities, with some view-

ing them as illegal and causing negative spiritual effects. 
Many associates of these fraudsters experience mental 
health issues. A study emphasized that internet fraud-
sters' murders create spillover effects, intensifying mental 
health issues [34]. Students in Nigeria have experienced 
traumatic experiences with the loss of loved ones in uni-
versity, particularly in the case of mothers and accidents. 
These sudden deaths can lead to trauma, depression, and 
negatively impact mental health and learning outcomes. 
This aligns with prior research, which revealed that be-
reaved students are often dissatisfied with the support 
available to them, highlighting the need for increased 
awareness and support to help these students cope with 
the loss of loved ones [35].

The study revealed that students often avoid seeking 
TIC services from the Student Affairs Department due 
to perceived inefficiencies and a lack of adequate trauma 
care services. They also expressed distrust in available 
resources and concerns about confidentiality and safety. 
This highlights a significant gap in the department's inte-
gration of TIC, which is crucial for supporting undergradu-
ate students' mental well-being and potentially increasing 
their vulnerability to PTSD. This was reported in a study, 
which found that financial constraints, lack of social sup-
port, difficult campus environment, and pre-existing men-
tal health issues increase undergraduates' vulnerability to 
mental health disorders. Additionally, holistic strategies 
involving professionals from social work, psychiatry, and 
the arts are needed to improve understanding and access 
to mental health services [36]. As TIC spreads in educa-
tion, educators and mental health professionals must in-
corporate this concept into their daily routines [37].

Practical implications of the findings

This study highlights the negative impact of traumatic 
events on students' outcomes, suggesting that education-
al institutions should provide ongoing training for fac-
ulty and staff in TIC practices to enhance mental health 
and promote inclusive education for traumatised stu-
dents, aligning with SDG 4. Furthermore, school admin-
istrations should allocate more financial resources for 
infrastructure enhancement for training academic and 
non-academic personnel in TIC services. Since students 
encounter terrorist attacks in school communities, en-
hancing security services for the campus and surround-
ing areas can reduce the prevalence of terrorist activities 
and social violence. In addition, the Student Affairs De-
partment should enhance TIC by training social workers, 
counsellors, and academic advisers to effectively deliver 
services, promote security architecture, and reduce trau-
matic school experiences.
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Conclusion 

The study explored the experiences of undergraduate 
students in Nigerian universities who have experienced 
trauma, including sexual abuse, bullying, academic pres-
sure, and unfair treatment. Traumatic events, like terror-
ism, ritual killing, kidnapping, and death, negatively 
impact their mental health, engagement, and learning 
outcomes. Despite seeking support from the Students' 
Affairs Department, peers, and academic advisers, some 
participants expressed dissatisfaction with the services 
provided by the Department of Students' Affairs. The 
insights gained from this research can guide the devel-
opment of school policies and educational programs that 
foster inclusive education and lifelong learning oppor-
tunities for all students with trauma, in alignment with 
SDG 4. The study demonstrated that the traumatic ex-
periences of undergraduate students hinder the attain-
ment of inclusive and equitable education for everyone. 
Implementing TIC services within Nigerian higher edu-
cation institutions can significantly enhance access to 
lifelong learning opportunities for all students.

Strengths and Limitations

This study explored the lived traumatic experiences of 
students in Nigerian universities using an adequate sam-
ple size of 15 students selected across the country. This 
research has made a notable impact on the promotion of 
inclusive and equitable education and lifelong learning 
opportunities for all, aligning with the SDG 4. The find-
ings should be applied cautiously due to the small sam-
ple size, which limits their applicability across different 
regions. The study excluded participants without access 
to virtual platforms, resulting in a reduction of valuable 
lived experiences. 

Recommendations for future studies

The research suggests a larger sample size and a lon-
gitudinal approach to track the progression of students' 
traumatic experiences over time, while also highlighting 
the challenges faced by undergraduate Nigerian univer-
sity students in accessing TIC services.
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