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Abstract

The overall aim of the thesis is to investigate the mental well-being and
behavioral problems among Igbo adolescents in Southeastern Nigeria, living
in an environment of constant armed conflict in the form of violent attacks
from Fulani herdsmen. Despite existing studies on the relationship between
armed conflict and behavioral problems among adolescents, the mechanisms
through which the former influence the latter are not well understood. The
current studies were conducted with the purpose to decrease some of this
research gap. The studies were conducted with two separate samples of Igbo
adolescents.

Study 1: The aim of the study was to analyze the negative effects of the
violent attacks by the nomadic Fulani herdsmen in Southeastern Nigeria, with
a focus on adolescents living in the region. Data were collected with a
questionnaire administered to secondary schools. Two-hundred and fifty
adolescents (170 girls, 80 boys; 15-17 years of age) completed a questionnaire
pertaining of both single items and seven scales measuring PTSD, physical
punishment, domestic violence, parental negativity, anti-social behavior,
poverty and war experiences. Girls scored significantly higher than boys on
symptoms of PTSD. Of the 250 adolescents, 20.8% had lost someone close to
them during the war, and 8.4% had themselves been injured. Nine percent
had themselves injured someone during the war, and 5.2% had actually killed
someone during the war. Three (1.8%) had been raped by an armed group,
and two (1.2%) had been taken as a sex slave. The results indicate that the
Fulani herdsmen attacks had a strongly negative impact on the adolescents
which are likely to affect them throughout the rest of their lives.

Study 2: The relationship between exposure to the Fulani herdsmen attacks
among Igbo adolescents in Southeastern Nigeria and depression was
examined. Although previous research suggests a direct relationship between
armed conflict and depression to exist, it is not known from the literature
whether there are indirect paths involved. In a conditional process analysis, it
was examined whether physical punishment mediated, and gender
moderated this relationship. A sample of 385 secondary school students (227
girls, 157 boys; Mage = 16.3; SD = 1.35) completed a questionnaire during class.
Variables in the analysis were measured with reliable scales. The conditional
process analysis was conducted with PROCESS. Exposure to the Fulani
herdsmen attacks predicted depressive symptoms among the adolescents,
and the effect was partially mediated by the experiences of physical
punishment at home. The indirect effect on depression via physical
punishment at home was stronger for girls than boys, while the direct effect



of exposure to the Fulani herdsmen attacks on depression was stronger for
boys than for girls. The findings suggest that living in an environment of
armed conflict may exacerbate parents’ use of physical punishment, which in
turn may lead to increased levels of depressive symptoms in adolescents.

Study 3: The current study examined the relationship between exposure to
the Fulani herdsmen attacks among Igbo adolescents in Southeastern Nigeria
and antisocial behavior. Using a mediation analysis, it was examined whether
physical punishment mediated the relationship. A sample of 385 secondary
school students (the same sample as in Study 2) completed a questionnaire
during class. It was found that exposure to the Fulani herdsmen attacks
predicted antisocial behavior among the adolescents, and the effect was
weakly mediated by the experiences of physical punishment at home. The
findings suggest that living in an environment of armed conflict may lead to
increased levels of antisocial behavior in adolescents.

The findings suggest that armed conflict tend to have negative effects on
adolescents” well-being and increase symptoms of PTSD, depression, and
antisocial behavior, and that physical punishment may mediate this effect, at
least in the case of depression and antisocial behavior. The studies have
implications for the psychosocial treatment of adolescents exposed to armed
conflict.

Key words: Armed conflict, Fulani herdsmen attacks, adolescents, physical
punishment, PTSD, depression, antisocial behavior, Igbo, Nigeria
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1. Introduction

1.1 Aim of the Studies

The overall aim of the current thesis was to investigate the mental well-being
and behavioral problems among Igbo adolescents in Southeastern Nigeria,
living in an environment of constant armed conflict in the form of violent
attacks from Fulani herdsmen. While the original studies are the primary
results of the thesis, these empirical investigations are contextualized within
a discussion centering on violence in the Igbo communities and families, and
their relationship with mental and social well-being of Igbo adolescents. The
studies were conducted with paper-and-pencil questionnaires administered
in schools. In Study I, it was investigated to what extent the respondents had
experienced symptoms of PTSD and a number of other variables in relation
to the Fulani herdsmen’s attacks, and differences between the genders in that
respect.

In Studies II and III it was investigated whether physical punishment
mediated the relationship between exposure to the Fulani herdsmen attacks
and depression (Study II) and antisocial behavior (Study III) respectively.
Furthermore, it was examined to what extent the adolescents’” gender
moderated the relationship between the Fulani herdsmen attacks and
depression, and antisocial behavior, respectively (Studies II, III).

1.2 The Concept of Armed Conflict

According to the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP; Gleditsch et al.,
2002) armed conflict is defined as armed force used by an organized actor
against another organized actor, or against civilians, resulting in at least 25
battle-related deaths in one calendar year. An estimated 452 million children
lived in conflict affected zones in 2020. According to the Peace Research
Institute in Oslo (PRIO, 2021), this number saw a rapid increase from the
previous year (2019) with an approximation of 23 million children.

Adolescents growing up during armed conflict experience traumatic
events and activities that threaten their mental and social well-being, for
instance in the form of increasing their level of symptoms of post-traumatic
disorder (PTSD), depression, and anxiety, while decreasing their self-esteem,
and hampering their overall development and their relationships with others.
Kadir et al. (2019) noted that studies have established a connection between
the traumatic experiences of armed conflict of children and symptoms of
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psychological illness that persist across their life course and beyond, to the
subsequent generation born after the conflict has ended.

Children exposed directly or indirectly to armed conflicts are at risk for
harmful effects that challenge their overall well-being and development. The
direct effect of combat on children and adolescents may include injury, illness,
psychological trauma, displacement, and death of family members (Kadir et
al., 2019). A complex set of political, social, economic, and environmental
factors resulting in armed conflict have indirect and lasting effects on
children. There are a number of reasons for this. The high rates of damage to
infrastructure and services, destruction of assets, inflation, and
unemployment increase family violence, which place children at risk of
psychological and behavioral challenges. Although the effects of exposure to
armed conflict on children and adolescents” adjustment have extensively been
studied (e.g., Slone & Mann, 2016), research on the indirect mechanisms
through which armed conflict impacts children’s adjustment is scarce. One
such mechanism is thought to be parenting practices (Conway et al., 2013;
Slone & Mann, 2016).

1.3 Background of the Studies

The struggle over access to and control of natural resources has been a root
cause of tension and conflict in developing nations like Nigeria. There are
several examples of how states and nations were destabilized by ecological
collapse causing famine, migration, and conflict (Renner et al. 1991). The crisis
between nomadic Fulani herdsmen and farming communities in Nigeria is
centered on land use for agricultural production. In Nigerian economy,
agriculture plays a paramount role in the provision of food and income. Over
60% of the country’s population is employed in agriculture, while about 20%
are involved in commercial agricultural production (Olaoye, 2014).

Over the years, Nigeria has been known as the highest breeder of cattle as
a source of meat, and the most available and cheap source of animal protein
in Africa. Over 90% of the national livestock population is owned by the
nomadic Fulani, accounting for 3.2% of the Nation’s Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) through the exportation of cattle products such as hide and skin, milk,
cheese, and minced meat (Bello, 2013; Eniola et al., 2016; Mur, 2001). The
increase in the animal production has resulted in conflicts in various farming
communities of Nigeria. Haro and Dayo (2005) observed that the major cause
of the conflict is the mobility of the nomadic Fulani herdsmen in search of
greener pastures. During the agricultural cultivation season, the herders
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wander into cultivated farms while their herds eat or trample on the crop. The
crisis between the Fulani herdsmen and farming communities is a result of
the destruction of crops, unsustainability and over-grazing of vegetable
resources, destruction of major sources of domestic water, the hardening of
soil, and, in turn, theft of cattle by community youth (Marietu & Olarewaju,
2009).

Both national and private attempts to resolve the crisis between nomadic
Fulani herders and farming communities have so far failed due to their
economic and political implications, with less or no interest in how it affects
the involved adolescents. According to Ney and Wickett (1994), exposure to
violence affects the reasoning pattern of children and their conception of the
human world.

1.4 The Igbo Tribe of Southeastern Nigeria

Southeastern Nigeria is the home of the approximately 20 million Igbo
speaking people, around 10% of the total population of Nigeria. Prior to the
advent of colonial rule, the Igbo ethnic group was a collection of smaller
groups with a variety of myths of common origin. Given the prevalent norm
of a non-centralized political organization, these were largely autonomous
and without kings. The Igbo ethnic group has a wide range of socio-political
organizations that emanated from what is popularly referred to as a stateless,
decentralized or diffused political system. In other words, the Igbos were a
group of people where each village community existed as a separate political
unit (Johnson & Olaniyan, 2017).

The Southeast region of Nigeria comprises of various states like Abia,
Anambra, Ebonyi, Enugu, and Imo. It is one of the geopolitical zones in
modern Nigeria created during the regime of President General Sani Abacha,
and it has a population density of 500 people per square kilometer (Okafor &
Fernandes, 1987).



Fig.1
Southeastern Nigeria, the Location of the Data Collections.

NIGERIA

The region stretches from 4°15" to 7°N and 5 °49to 9 °30°E, occupying a space
of about 75,500 square km. Rainfall is known to be high along the coast and
could reach 4000 mm yearly. On the inland, the rainfall density is high, but
there is a three-month period of dry season. The average temperature
throughout the year ranges between 25°C and 27°C. The primary occupation
of low-income households is agriculture. They cultivate both for subsistence
and commercial purposes. The literacy rate of the region is 96.5%, making it
the highest literate geopolitical zone in the country. The urban cities of the
region have relatively good roads unlike the rural areas, where transportation
is poor.

In 1967, the Igbos attempted to secede from the state of Nigeria by
declaring the independent Republic of Biafra. The declaration was as a result
of perceived marginalization and deprivation by people of the Southeast
region. The Igbo ethnic group blamed this on leadership failure on the part of
the Nigerian government, amounting to years of social neglect and economic
and political isolation. The declaration of independence of Biafra resulted in
a bloody civil war that lasted almost three years (from July 7, 1967, to January
15, 1970), a war which the Igbos lost.

For more than a decade now, Southeast Nigeria has witnessed a series of
conflicts between local farmers and Fulani herdsmen, resulting in the loss of
many lives (Erondu & Nwakanma, 2018). Besides the loss of lives, the clashes
have resulted in population displacement, low agricultural output, and



subsequent lack of necessities like food and shelter among the affected Igbo
communities (Odoh & Chilaka, 2012).

1.5 Adolescents’ Exposure to Violence

The Convention on the Right of the Child in accordance with article 49 of the
United Nations was enforced into law in Nigeria in 1990; emphasis has been
put on the importance to protect children from all forms of physical and
mental violence, including sexual and other forms of exploitation, abduction,
armed conflict, and inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment
(Levesque, 1994; UNICEF, 1989). Even with the effort by different countries to
ensure that all child victims of violence receive the support and assistance
they need, children’s exposure to violence is still an important issue.
Throughout the world, armed conflicts have a profound impact the physical
and mental well-being of children (Shenoda et al., 2015).

In Nigeria, children continue to experience different forms of violence
perpetrated against them. Studies on child victims of violence in Nigeria have
been sparse, and focused on particular forms of violence (Salami, 2010).
Studies are confined within areas such as students’ cultism (Oni, 2009), school
bullying (Jegede, 2022), child labor, sexual abuse (Oladeji et al., 2010), and
adolescent pregnancy (Ugoji, 2009). Only recently have certain forms of child
victimization like maltreatment, child sexual abuse and parental negativity
against children begun to gain societal attention. Previously, they were
regarded as private matters, taken care of within the immediate family
(Salami, 2010).

There is a knowledge gap concerning adolescent’s” exposure to armed
conflict in Nigeria. Adolescents in the country encounter different kinds of
violence daily. In high profile events, such as the Boko Haram insurgence, the
Niger Delta conflict, the Pro-Biafra protest, the nomadic Fulani herdsmen’s
violent attacks, exposed adolescents witness random gun shootings, littered
dead bodies, houses and churches set ablaze, and the threatening of relatives
and family members. Such experiences cause emotional distress that goes
beyond the physical realm.

Martinz and Richters (1993) reported that children exposed to armed
conflict had high rates of overall distress. The psychological distress in
adolescents who have been exposed to violence is shown in symptoms of
posttraumatic stress, anxiety, dissociation, depression, and low self-esteem
(Duncan et al., 1996; Famularo et al., 1994; Hurt et al., 2001).
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1.6 Children Growing up in an Environment of Armed Conflict

In the current study, armed conflict is defined as occurring when one or more
parties have recourse to armed force against another party. No formal
declaration of war or recognition of the situation is required. Empirical
evidence has shown that exposure to war and armed conflict during
adolescence can result in developmental impairment and mental health
problems (Allwood et al., 2002; Slone & Shechner, 2009; Thabet et al., 2002).
Armed conflict may heighten daily stressors including poverty, access to
shelter, and other forms of stress in the family, which can exacerbate the use
of physical punishment by parents (Palosaari et al.,2013).

Children are a particularly vulnerable group during conflicts, as they
suffer not only from the direct consequences of exposure to violence, but also
indirectly through the effect that the conflict has on their parents or guardians
(Ma & Grogan-Kaylor, 2017). Exposure to armed conflict affects both parents’
and children’s mental health (Kadir et al., 2019). Psychosocial stress caused by
violence in the community may compromise parental capabilities to engage
in quality relationship with their children, and thus increase the risk that
parents rely on harsh parenting strategies (McCoy, 2013). In the same vein,
exposure to armed conflict may alter social norms and dynamics, and it may
affect parental attitudes towards the use of violent parenting practices such as
physical punishment (Coulton et al., 2007; Sampson et al., 2002).

During adolescence, exposure to armed conflict may result in
developmental impairment and social and psychological disturbances that
endure long after the end of the hostilities (Allwood et al., 2002; Betancourt et
al., 2013). Such exposure is associated with increased prevalence of depression
among both parents and children, during and after conflicts (Attanayake et
al., 2009; Charlson et al., 2019; Slone & Mann, 2016). Exposed children are
particularly vulnerable to secondary adversities such homelessness, lack of
food, and community violence (Catani et al., 2009; Shaw, 2003). Catani et al.
(2008) reported that Tamil children in Sri Lanka exposed to civil war reported
a particularly high number of experiences of child maltreatment and
witnessing of wife-beating. Palosaari et al. (2013) found that the armed
conflict in Gaza affected children’s mental health not only via direct exposure
but also through the exposure to maltreatment by their fathers.

1.7 Gender and Exposure to Conflicts

Gender differences in emotional reactivity to different types and levels of
exposure to conflicts are well-documented, with girls reacting stronger than
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boys (Norris et al., 2002). However, according to studies from conflict areas
such as Northern Ireland (Muldoon & Trew, 2000) and the Middle East
(Giacaman et al., 2007), boys report a higher frequency and greater variety of
conflict-related experiences than girls. This finding may be a result of their
greater involvement in political activity in comparison with girls (Barber,
1999). Another explanation to the finding could be that girls may be more
amenable to protection; they may also have a greater tendency to avoid
dangerous and violent situations, and they may be more obedient to safety
instructions than boys (Slone & Mayer,2015).

There is clear evidence for a link between exposure to armed conflict and
psychological consequences for adolescents (Slone & Shechner, 2009). For
example, in a study of adolescents exposed to the nomadic Fulani herdsmen’s
attacks in Southeast Nigeria, girls reported a higher level of symptoms of post-
traumatic stress disorder than boys (Anih & Bjorkqvist, 2018; Study 1 in this
thesis). Other studies have also found girls to demonstrate higher rates of
stress, PTSD, and depression (Kim et al., 2010).

However, there is a notable exception to the finding that girls always
demonstrate higher depression than boys in the face of exposure to conflict:
in a study from Sierra Leone about children exposed to armed conflict, boys
who had experienced injuries, death of a parent, or having killed someone
during the conflict, reported more depressive symptoms than girls
(Betancourt et al., 2011).

1.8 Physical Punishment, Depression, and Gender

Physical (corporal) punishment is in the current study defined as any
punishment of children which is of physical nature, such as spanking, hitting
with an object, pulling the hair, or pulling the ear, in contrast to non-physical
punishment, which is of verbal or psychological nature. A link between
exposure to physical punishment during childhood and increased risk for
elevated depression later in life is well established (Osterman et al., 2014;
Turner & Muller, 2004). Depression is in this study defined in accordance with
the criteria of DSM-5 (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). It is a common
and serious medical illness that negatively affects how you feel, the way you
think, and how you act.

Research shows that across the world, boys appear to receive more
physical punishment than girls. For example, Osterman et al. (2014) found this
to be the case in Finland, and Darko et al. (2019) found it to be true in Ghana.
Apart from children aged two to four, American parents also punish their
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sons more frequently than their daughters (Straus & Stewart, 1999). Boys
living in urban settings report higher rates of physical abuse than girls (Chiag
et al, 2016), while girls receive lighter physical punishment than boys
(Millichamp et al., 2006).

Although boys in general receive more physical punishment, research
suggests that the negative effect of this form of punishment takes different
forms in boys and girls. For instance, Bakousla et al. (2009) found, in a study
conducted in Greece, that physical punishment predicted more internalizing
symptoms for girls than for boys. However, there are exceptions: Wang and
Kenny (2014) found no gender difference in the relation between physical
punishment and depressive symptomes.

1.9 Exposure to Violence and Adolescent Antisocial Behavior

Antisocial behavior has been defined as the presence of a chronic and
pervasive disposition to violate the rights of others, manifestations include
repeated violation of the law, exploitation of others, deceitfulness,
impulsivity, aggressiveness, irresponsibility, accompanied by lack of guilt,
remorse, and empathy (VandenBos, 2007). The study of antisocial behavior
has a long and rich research history (Binder, 1987), due to its high cost to
society, such as cost to victims of the behavior and prevention against future
perpetration (Krug et al., 2002). The impact of antisocial behavior can be
detrimental to both victims and perpetrators such as impairments in
psychological, social, or occupational functioning or for violating the rights of
others (Wakefield et al., 2002). Antisocial behavior can be categorized into
subtypes such as overt conduct problems involving direct confrontation (e.g.,
arguing, fighting, stealing) and covert conduct problems that do not involve
confrontation (e.g., lying, stealing without confrontation; Snyder et al., 2006).

The onset of severe antisocial behavior occurs earlier in boys than girls.
Boys are more likely to show antisocial behavior than girls; they use physical
violence as a means to solve problems more often, they use abusive words in
their peer group more often, and they commit more violence and serious
offenses than girls (Gardner et al.,, 2015). This finding is consistent with
Makinde et al. (2016), who found more antisocial behavior in boys than girls
in a study conducted in Nigeria, using the same measure as in the current
study.

Exposure to violence is a well-established risk factor for the perpetration
of violence acts (Disease Control and Prevention, 2006; Siegfried et al., 2004).
It has been associated with subsequent antisocial behavior such as chronic
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weapon carrying, generalized criminal behavior, institutional misconduct
(Mulder et al., 2011).

1.10 Living in an Environment of Armed Conflict and Antisocial
Behavior

Witnessing sexual assault and the use of weapons by individuals outside the
immediate family are ways adolescents may be exposed to violence during
armed conflict (Hong et al., 2014). Research has shown that children growing
up in such an environment are at an elevated risk of engaging in deviant
behavior (Barber & Schluterman, 2009). Within a Colombian sample, Gaias et
al. (2019) found that armed conflict was a strong predictor of antisocial
behavior among children and adolescents. In the same vein, McCouch (2008)
found that experiences of war in Bosnia (including death of close ones,
demolition of their home, and school closure) predicted antisocial behavior
among youth.

Research shows an intrinsic link between gender and potentially traumatic
events in situations of armed conflict with boys generally reporting greater
exposure (Bacchini et al., 2011). According to studies from conflict areas such
as Northern Ireland (Muldoon & Trew, 2000) and the Middle East (Giacaman
et al., 2007), boys report a higher frequency and variety of conflict-related
events than girls. Several studies have shown that boys who were exposed to
armed conflict directly or indirectly showed an increased inclination to
antisocial behavior to a higher degree than girls (Bordin et al., 2022; Pierre et
al., 2020).

1.11 Physical Punishment and Antisocial Behavior

A growing number of countries are passing laws prohibiting the use of
physical punishment at home due to its adverse effects on children and
adolescents (for a statistical update, see End Corporal Punishment, 2023).
Studies have demonstrated a link between physical punishment and a variety
of children’s behavioral and mental health problems (e.g., Aucoin et al., 2006).
Mazefsky and Farrel (2005) found that physical punishment mediated the
association between exposure to violence and later aggressive behavior
within a rural population. Gorman-Smith et al. (2004) found, in a longitudinal
study of 263 African American and Latino male youth living in an inner-city
neighborhood in the US, that poor parenting and strained relationships to



parents were linked to a higher incidence of adolescents developing antisocial
behavior later in their lives.

Gershoff (2013) and Burnette et al. (2012) also identified physical
punishment as a risk factor for antisocial behavior and greater emotional
problems in children and adolescents. The negative effects of childhood
physical punishment may stretch well into adulthood; Osterman et al. (2014)
found that adult respondents who had been exposed to higher amounts of
physical punishment during childhood than average scored significantly
higher on alcohol abuse, depression, mental health problems, and schizotypal
personality. Divorced respondents had been significantly more physically
punished than non-divorced ones. Respondents who had attempted suicide
during the last 12 months had been exposed to physical punishment during
childhood significantly more often than those who had not attempted suicide.

Overall, boys are more likely than girls to be recipients of physical
punishment (Grogan-Kaylor & Otis, 2007) and to display antisocial behavior
as a result of physical punishment (Evans et al., 2012). According to Evans et
al. (2012), one reason for this would be that boys who experience physical
punishment develop poor self-control and hostility, which influence them to
act aggressively and engage in antisocial behavior. Thus, boys tend to respond
to physical punishment with antisocial behavior while girls usually become
depressed (Jang, 2007).

1.12 Theoretical Perspectives

The studies reported in this thesis were not designed to test any particular
theory. However, the results cannot be properly understood without applying
certain theoretical assumptions. One such assumption is that children and
adolescents learn attitudes and behaviors from models, that is, from parents
and siblings at home, and from peers at school and in the neighborhood.

Miller and Dollard (1947) were the first to present a theory explaining why
and how learning from models occurs. In their classic work Social Learning and
Imitation, the authors attempted to link modeling to the general framework of
behaviorist theory, the dominant school of psychological thought at that
period of time. According to them, modeling is the same as vicarious
conditioning: an individual imitates a model if (and only if) the model is
successful in reaching his/her goals with the behavior in question (positive
vicarious reinforcement). This proposition was perfectly in line with the
general thinking of the behaviorist movement: all learning processes were
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regarded as caused by reinforcement due to reward or punishment, and,
accordingly, modeling was seen as vicarious conditioning.

The most influential theoretician on modeling is undoubtedly Bandura. In
1963, he and his colleagues described how children mimicked the aggressive
behavior of film models (Bandura et al., 1963a; 1963b). Bandura presented his
theory in full in the book Aggression: A Social Learning Analysis (Bandura,
1973). It is clear that Bandura in this book, in which he presented his well-
known social learning theory, still had not departed from Miller’s and Dollard’s
(1947) view, and he regarded learning from models to occur through vicarious
conditioning. While vicarious reinforcement is discussed in considerable
detail (Bandura, 1973., pp. 202-207), the degree of identification between
imitator and model is for instance not mentioned at all.

Bandura’s social learning theory has been criticized by, among others,
Bjorkqvist (1997), who pointed out that learning from models can take place
very well even when the model is not successful. In Bjorkqvist and Osterman
(1992), the authors found that some of their results on parental influence on
children's aggressiveness could not be explained in terms of vicarious
conditioning only. Bjorkqvist (1997) suggested that at least four factors are
important as far as imitation of models is concerned:

1. the degree of similarity between the model situation and the actual
situation,

2. identification with the model in question,

3. whether the model is successful or not (vicarious reinforcement), and

4. the amount of exposure to the model situation in question.

Subsequently, Bandura also accepted the thought that modeling cannot be
understood through vicarious reinforcement only, and he revised his social
learning theory to include cognitive factors. He called his revision social
cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001).

Social-behavioral patterns are thus transmitted from one generation to
another through the process of cognitive modeling (Bjorkqvist, 1997). What is
learnt from models are not only single behaviors, but cognitive scripts of
behavior (Huesmann, 1986). For instance, a model displaying aggressive
behavior in a particular way may lead to increased aggression in multiple
forms in viewers; the script learnt is that aggression is acceptable.

Another theory that deserves mentioning in this respect is the frustration-
aggression hypothesis (Dollard et al., 1939), which suggests that aggression
occurs as a consequence of frustration. In the present study, the nomadic
Fulani herdsmen’s attacks are likely to be very stressful for the parents, who
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might take out their increased frustration on their children in increased
physical punishment.

Finally, a theory which may be applied to the studies is Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological systems theory of development (Bronfenbrenner, 1974), according to
which individual development may be regarded as a complex system of
relationships affected by multiple levels of the surrounding environment,
from the immediate settings of family to school and the wider society and
culture. In order to study individual development, one must consider not only
the immediate environment, but the interaction with the larger layers of
environment as well. Bronfenbrenner (1974). names four levels: the micro level,
the meso level, the exo level, and the macro level. In this study, the micro level
would imply the immediate family, the meso level the neighborhood and
school, the exo level more distant relatives and friends, and the macro level
the Igbo people and culture. All these interact with each other, and what
happens at the macro level (such as the nomadic Fulani herdsmen’s attacks)
influence behavior at home (the micro level) and among peers (the meso
level), in the form of for instance antisocial behavior.

1.13 Research Aims

The overall aim of the thesis was an exploration of the mental well-being and
behavioral problems among Igbo adolescents in Southeastern Nigeria, living
in an environment of constant armed conflict in the form of violent attacks
from nomadic Fulani herdsmen. Specifically, the research aims of the three
studies included were the following;:

1. To explore war experiences of the adolescents associated with the Fulani
herdsmen’s attacks (Study I).

2. To analyze gender differences regarding negative impacts of the nomadic
Fulani herdsmen’s violent attacks on Igbo adolescents exposed to these
attacks, focusing primarily on symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) (Study I).

3. To corroborate previous findings on the connection between exposure to
armed conflict and adolescents” depressive symptoms (Study II).

4. To corroborate previous findings on the connection between exposure to
armed conflict and adolescents” antisocial behavior (Study III).

5. To explore the potential mediating effect of physical punishment on the
effect of exposure to armed conflict on adolescents” depression (Study II).
12



6. To explore the potential mediating effect of physical punishment on the
effect of exposure to armed conflict on adolescents” antisocial behavior (Study
I1I).

7. To explore the potential moderating effect of gender on the effect of
exposure to the Fulani herdsmen’s attacks on adolescents’ depression,
mediated by physical punishment (Study II).

8. To explore the potential moderating effect of gender on the effect of
exposure to the Fulani herdsmen’s attacks on adolescents’ antisocial behavior,
mediated by physical punishment (Study III).
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2. Method

2.1 Samples
2.1.1 Sample 1

The sample was drawn from four secondary schools in the communities of
Atakwu, Akegbe Ugwu Nkwo Nike, and Nimbo in Enugu State, which all
had been subjected to attacks by the Fulani herdsmen.

The sample consisted of 250 adolescents, 170 girls (mean age = 16.1 years,
SD = 1.1) and 80 boys (mean age = 16.2 years, SD = 1.1). The age difference
between girls and boys was not significant. All except one reported
Christianity as their religion. Regarding language, 248 reported Igbo as their
first language, and two reported Yoruba.

Regarding their place of living, 225 (90%) reported that they “often” or
“very often” lived with their family, 35 (15%) with relatives, 16 (6.4%) in the
street, four (1.6%) in an orphanage, and eight (3.2%) in a refugee camp. It
should be noted that some of the respondents reported living “often” or “very
often” in more than one place.

2.1.2 Sample 2

At the conclusion of article one, the research group experienced a need to
collect another data set that would include more variables, for example,
depression. These data were collected among secondary school children in
three communities of Igboland. Prior to the survey was distributed in schools,
potential community secondary schools were selected. Normally, a
community school has both girls and boys as students. For inclusion into the
sample, schools were required to be within the Southeast region of Nigeria, to
include adolescent students, and to be enrolling both boys and girls. A further
criterion was that the selected schools were situated in towns where Fulani
herdsmen conflicts had taken place. Through cluster sampling based upon
these criteria, three secondary schools were selected for inclusion into the
study.

The study was conducted in Akegbu-Ugwu, Ugwuogo-Nike, Ugwuaji-
Awkunanaw and Umuchigbo communities in the Southeastern region of
Nigeria. One secondary school each was randomly selected from each of the
three communities that experienced the attacks of Fulani herdsmen. In total,
385 students participated in the study (227 girls, 157 boys; Mage = 16.3; SD =
1.35). The percentage of students with a Christian background was 99.7%,
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while 0.3% adhered to some other religion. Regarding the native language of
the participants, the proportions were as follows: Igbo 82.6%, Hausa 0.3%,
Yoruba 0.3%, and others 16.9%.

Akegbu-Ugwu, Ugwuogo-Nike, Ugwuaji-Awkunanaw and Umu-chigbo
are communities of Enugu State in the Southeast region of Nigeria. While they
can be regarded as rural, the communities have large market days that attract
both indigenous and non-indigenous people across the region. These
communities largely cultivate agricultural products for both family and
commercial use. Paramount among the people of Akegbu-Ugwu, Ugwuogo-
Nike, and Umuchigbo is kinship and the position of a chief that assists in
maintaining peace and order.

2.2 Instruments

The questionnaires were constructed in the English language, which is the
school language in the area. Data were collected by the use of a paper-and-
pencil survey. There was one questionnaire used in Study I, and another used
in Studies I and III. The questionnaires included a total of 9 scales, of which
some were used only in Study I, some only in Studies II and III, and some
used in both data collections. The scales will be presented below.

2.2.1 Symptoms of Post-traumatic Stress Disorder

In order to measure symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), a
scale was constructed based on the definition of PTSD in DSM-5 (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013). For included items and the Cronbach’s a-value
of the scale, see Table 1. The participants were to give responses on a five-
point scale (0 = completely disagrees, 1 =slightly disagrees, 2 = neither agrees
nor disagrees, 3 =slightly agrees, 4 = completely agrees) to 20 statements that
measured symptoms of PTSD.

Table 1
Single Items and Cronbach’s « for the Scale Measuring Symptoms of PTSD in
Study I (N = 250).

How did it make you feel? (20 items, o = .93)

Repeated, disturbing and unwanted memories
Repeated, disturbing dreams about the event
Sudden feeling or acting as if the event is ongoing
Feeling upset when reminded of the conflict event
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Having a strong physical reaction when reminded of the event

Avoiding memories, thought or feelings about the event
Avoiding external reminders of the event

Trouble remembering the event

Having strong negative beliefs about oneself, other or world
Blaming oneself or someone else for the event

Having strong negative feelings like fear, horror, anger, shame
Loss of interest in activities that one used to do

Feeling distanced or cut off from other people

Trouble experiencing positive feelings or loving feelings
Irritable behavior, angry outbursts, or aggression

Taking too many risks or doing things that harms,

Being super-alert or watchful or on guard

Feeling jumpy or easily startled

Having difficulty concentrating
Trouble falling asleep

2.2.2 Specific War Experiences during the Nomadic Fulani Herdsmen'’s Attacks

To investigate what specific war experiences the adolescents had had during
the nomadic Fulani herdsmen’s attacks, a scale for their measurement was
created. The response alternatives were on a dichotomous scale (yes/no) (see
Table 2).

Table 2
Single Items and Cronbach’s o for the Scale Measuring Specific War Experiences
during the Nomadic Fulani Herdsmen'’s Attacks (Study I) (N = 250).
Have you ever during the attacks witnessed a family member or someone close to you
(4 items, a = .76)

Been involved in fighting in the attacks
Been used as a spy during attacks
Injured someone else in the attacks
Lost someone close during the attacks

2.2.3 The Family’s Level of Poverty

In order to measure the family’s level of poverty, a scale was created,
consisting of four items. The response alternatives were on a 5-point scale
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ranging from 0 to 4 (0 = completely disagrees, 4 = completely agrees). The scale
was used in Study I. The items and reliability score of the scale are presented
in Table 3.

Table 3
Single Items and Cronbach’s « for the Scale Measuring the Family’s Level of Poverty
(Study I) (N = 250).

Have you experienced any of the following things in your

home? (4 items a =.77)

Lack of clothes or shoes

Food rationing
Unavailable or inadequate medication
Unavailable or inadequate food or drink

2.2.4 Victimization from Parental Negativity

Parental negativity towards the adolescents was measured using a scale
adapted from Makinde et al. (2016). The response alternatives were on a 5-
point scale ranging from 0 to 4 (0 = completely disagrees, 4 = completely
agrees). The scale was used in Study I. The items and reliability score of the
scale are presented in Table 4.

Table 4
Single Items and Cronbach’s o for the Scale Measuring Parental Negativity Towards
the Adolescents (Study I) (N = 250).

Have you experienced any of the following things from your

parents? (6 items o = .87)

Name calling or bullying
Insults

Breaking promises
Constant criticism
Intimidation
Harassment

2.2.5 Physical Punishment at Home

The scale used for the measurement of physical punishment was the Brief
Physical Punishment Scale (BPPS; Osterman & Bjorkqvist, 2007; Osterman et
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al., 2014). It was modified and used in all studies (I, I and III) to measure the
frequency of parental physical punishment at home. However, there was a
different number of items used in the first data collection (Study I) and in the
second (Studies II and III). The items and the reliability scores measured with
Cronbach’s « are presented in Table 5. The response alternatives were on a 5-
point scale ranging from 0 to 4 (0 = completely disagrees, 4 = completely
agrees).

Table 5
Single Items and Cronbach’s « for the Scale Measuring Physical Punishment at
Home (Studies I, 11, and 1I1) 1st Data (N = 250), 2" Data (N = 385)

Has an adult at home done any of the following things to you?
Study I (8 items a = .88), Study Il (4 items a = .74) Study 1III (4 items o = .74)

II III
II III

Pulled your ears
Pulled your hair
Slapped you

Lo B B B

Hit you with an object I 11

Pinched you

Thrown things at you
Knocking on the head
Knell down and stay there

Hit you with hand I 111

P )

2.2.6 Witnessing Domestic Violence

In order to measure the witnessing of domestic violence (fights between
parents), an adapted version of the Direct Indirect Aggression Scale for Adults
(DIAS-Adult: Osterman & Bjorkvist, 2009) was used. The scale had previously
been used in a study by Makinde et al. (2016). The response alternatives were
on a 5-point scale ranging from 0 to 4 (0 = completely disagrees, 4 = completely
agrees). The scale was used in Study L

Table 6
Single Items and Cronbach’s « for the Scale Measuring Witnessing of Domestic
Violence (Fighting between Parents) (N = 250).

Have you witnessed your parents doing any of the things below to each other?
Study I (6 items a = .86)

Fighting physically
Breaking promises
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Throwing things at each other
Damaging belongings
Twist each other’s arm

2.2.7 Perpetration of Antisocial Behavior

The scale for measuring the adolescents” engagement in antisocial behavior s
was adapted from Makinde et al. (2016). The response alternatives were on a
5-point scale ranging from 0 to 4 (0 = completely disagrees, 4 = completely
agrees). The scale was used in Studies I & III.

Table 7
Single Items and Cronbach’s « for the Scale Measuring the Participants’
Engagement in Antisocial Behavior 1st Data (N = 250), 2" Data (N = 385)

Hawe you felt or done any of the following things?
Study I (7 items a = .87), & Study Il (7 items a = .77)

Stolen petty things or items

Used catapult on a friend, neighbor, or anyone
Cheated a neighbor of their belongings
Smoked a cigarette

Been unconcentrated at school

Fighting in school

Absenteeism from school

2.2.8 Exposure to the Fulani Herdsmen Attacks in Studies Il and 1]

Exposure to the Fulani herdsmen’s attacks was measured with 5 items. These
items were specifically created for the second data collection. The participants
should assess whether any of their family members had been exposed to
specific types of violence during the conflict, on a dichotomous scale (0 = no
conflict experience and 1 = at least one experience at least once). The scale was
used in Studies II & III.
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Table 8
Single Items and Cronbach’s « for the Scale Measuring the Adolescents’
Exposure to the Fulani Herdsmen Attacks (Studies Il and I1I) (N = 385).

Have you or any of your family members been?
(5 items a =.79)

Threatened with a weapon
Injured

Sexually assaulted
Tortured

Killed

2.2.9 Depressive Symptoms

In order to measure symptoms of depression suffered by the adolescents, a
subscale from the Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI) (Derogatis, 1975) was used.
The response alternatives were on a 5-point scale ranging from 0 to 4 (0 =
completely disagrees, 4 = completely agrees).

The scale was used in Study II.

Table 9

Single Items and Cronbach’s « for the Scale Measuring

the Adolescents’ Symptoms of Depression (Study 1I) (N = 385).
To what extent you have been? (5 items a = .80)

Feeling hopeless about the future
Feeling of worthlessness

Feeling lonely

Feeling blue, having no interest in things
Having thoughts of ending your life

2.3 Statistical Analysis
2.3.1 General

All analyses were performed using SPSS version 28. Prior to conducting the
analyses, incidents of missing data were analysed. Regarding the second data
collection (Studies II and III), after expected maximization imputation for
missing data (Ghomrawi et al., 2011) a total of 385 questionnaires (157 boys
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and 227 girls) were eligible for analysis. Prior to analysis, all variables were
standardized to minimize potential multicollinearity between the main
variables and the interaction terms (Dearing & Hamilton, 2006).

To identify group (gender) differences, multivariate analyses of variance
(MANOVA) were conducted in Study I. Correlational analysis was employed
to measure the relationship existing between continuous variables in Studies
II and III. Fisher’s r-to-z transformation was applied in Studies II and III to
compare the strength of bivariate correlations between variables, to
investigate whether the association between exposure to the Fulani herdsmen
attacks, physical punishment, and depression would be stronger for either
one of the genders (Colman, 2008).

2.3.2 Mediation and Moderation Analysis

Conditional process analysis was applied in Study II to examine the
mechanism (mediator) and circumstances (moderators) resulting in the effect
of one variable on another I (Dearing & Hamilton, 2006; Preacher & Hayes,
2008). The PROCESS-macro for SPSS version 4.0 was employed to test the
proposed hypotheses using bootstrapping (Hayes, 2018). The PROCESS
macro was chosen since it is specifically developed to analyse regression
pathways including both mediating and moderating variables, and all
variables were directly measured (Hayes et al., 2017). Two sets of mediation
analysis were performed.

In Study II, the mediating effect of physical punishment (M) on the
relationship between exposure to the Fulani herdsmen conflict (X) and
symptoms of depression (Y) was examined. In the case of Study III, the
mediating effect of physical punishment (M) on the relationship between
exposure to the Fulani herdsmen conflict (X) and engagement in antisocial
behavior (Y) was assessed. In comparison with the traditional techniques for
mediation analysis where each regression coefficient is analysed separately
(Baron & Keeny, 1986; Sobel, 1982), the conditional process analysis utilizes
bootstrapping to build an empirical approximation of the sampling
distribution and to construct confidence intervals for the indirect effects
(Preacher & Hayes, 2004). In the analyses, the PROCESS macro generated 5000
bootstrap samples with a 95% confidence interval.

Next, two sets of moderated mediation analyses were performed using a
multigroup analysis to test the indirect effect of the Fulani herdsmen attacks
(X) on the adolescents” symptoms of depression (Y)with gender (W) as a
moderator, in Study II. The same procedure was applied in Study III, with
antisocial behavior as the outcome variable.
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2.4 Procedure

The data were collected from secondary schools in the Southeastern part of
Nigeria that had been under attack from nomadic Fulani herdsmen.
Permission was obtained from the mayor and from the police department.
Several meetings were organized between the researcher and the school
administration, and informed parental consent was also provided.

On the day of data collection, two assistants who themselves were
researchers from a University in Enugu State, Nigeria, aided in the data
collection process. Teachers responsible for the different classes assigned by
the school principals were assisting in the process of distributing
questionnaires, papers and pencils. Participation was voluntary, and
accepting participants were instructed to keep their responses anonymous.
The researcher read the questions aloud in order to ensure that the students
would understand, and the respondents were given opportunity to clarify
questions both before and during the exercise.

2.5. Ethical Considerations

The 1%t author, who was responsible for the data collections, was duly granted
permission from the school administration. Together with the assigned class
teachers, he and his assistants administered the questionnaires to students in
class. The purpose of the study was explained to the students, and they gave
verbally their consent to participate in the survey. The students also received
a carefully worded explanation concerning anonymity in participation. The
students were over 15 years of age, and therefore considered old enough to
understand the questions and the purpose of the study, and able to decide
whether they wanted to participate or not. There was no reward or incitement
for participation. No conflict of interest existed for any of the studies.

The study adheres to the principles concerning research with human
subjects proposed by the World Medical Association (2013). The storage of the
collected data is in accordance with the regulations about data protection by
the European Commission (2016).
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3. Overview of the Original Studies

3.1 Study I: An Analysis of the Nomadic Fulani Herdsmen’s
Violent Attacks in Southeastern Nigeria, and their Effects on
Adolescents

The purpose of the study was to analyze the negative effects of the violent
attacks by the nomadic Fulani herdsmen in Southeastern Nigeria, with a focus
on adolescents living in the region. A descriptive statistical analysis and a
MANOVA were applied to understand the impact of the attacks on different
aspect of adolescents’ life, such as PTSD.

The questions were grouped into different parts: (1) background questions,
(2) questions about specific war experiences, and (3) six scales measuring (a)
symptoms of post-traumatic stress syndrome (PTSD), (b) experiences of
physical punishment, (c) witnessing of domestic violence, (d) parental
negativity, (e) antisocial behavior, and (f) specific war experiences. The
sample consisted of 250 adolescents.

As many as thirteen (5.2%) admitted having killed someone, and 52 (20.8%)
confirmed having lost a close relative during the attacks. Eleven (5.6%)
reported being threatened or had experienced family members being
threatened with a weapon, 11 (4.4%) confirmed that family members had been
sexually assaulted often and seven (2.8%) declared experiencing sexual assault
very often. Fourteen (8.2%) confirmed witnessing their household being set
ablaze by the nomadic Fulani herdsmen. The results further reveled an
association between PTSD, physical punishment, domestic violence, parental
negativity, anti-social behavior, poverty and war experience, and girls
reported significantly more symptoms of PTSD than boys.

The results demonstrate that exposure to these traumatic events
contributes to PTSD among adolescents living in Southeast Nigeria. In
addition, the study indicates the need for immediate proper treatment for
these adolescents, to reduce the effect of their war trauma.
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3.2 Study II: The Effect of Exposure to Armed Conflict on
Depression as Mediated by Physical Punishment in Adolescents:
A Study among Nigerian Adolescents

The purpose of the study was to examine the relationship between exposure
to the Fulani herdsmen attacks, among Igbo adolescents in Southeastern
Nigeria, in the form of armed conflict and symptoms of depression. In a
conditional process analysis, it was examined whether physical punishment
mediated, and gender moderated this relationship. The analysis was
conducted on 385 adolescents from the second data collection.

The results of the analysis revealed a total effect of exposure to the Fulani
herdsmen attacks on the adolescents’ depressive symptoms (f=.23[.3, 331). The
effect of exposure to the Fulani herdsmen conflict on depressive symptoms
was partially mediated by physical punishment (= .05.02, 091). Thus, exposure
to the Fulani herdsmen attacks was related to an increased level of depression,
partly through the impact on physical punishment at home. In addition, there
was a significant moderation effect by gender, so that the effect of exposure
to the Fulani herdsmen attacks on depression via physical punishment was
higher for girls than for boys. This means that physical punishment played a
more prominent role for girls than for boys.

3.3 Study III: Predictors of Adolescents” Antisocial Behavior in
Southeastern Nigeria: Exposure to Armed Conflict and Physical
Punishment at Home

The purpose of the study was to examine the relationship between exposure
to the Fulani herdsmen attacks among Igbo adolescents in Southeastern
Nigeria and antisocial behavior. A mediation analysis was applied to examine
whether physical punishment mediated the relationship. The sample was the
same as in Study II (the second data collection).

There were no differences between girls and boys regarding the frequency
of antisocial behavior and physical punishment at home. Girls and boys
scored equally high on antisocial behavior. This result was surprising and not
in line with previous research which suggests that boys engage in antisocial
behavior more than girls (e.g., Belknap & Holsinger, 2006; Gardner et al., 2015;
Trillo & Redondo, 2013). A similar study from Lagos, Nigeria, conducted with
exactly the same instrument as the one used in the current study, showed a
clear gender difference in adolescent engagement in antisocial behavior in the
usual direction, with boys scoring higher than girls (Makinde et al. (2016).
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However, the participants in the current study were Igbos, while the
participants in the Makinde et al. study belonged to other tribes.

The results indicated that physical punishment mediated the effect of
exposure to armed conflict on antisocial behavior, but weakly. The mediation
model explained only five percent of the variance. This fact implies that other
factors are responsible for the remaining 95%. Such a factor could be e.g.,
influence by peers, which unfortunately was not included in the present
study.
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4. Discussion

4.1 Summary of the Findings

Research Question 1, investigated in Study I, concerned to what extent the
participants reported having had different types of war experiences. Of the
250 adolescents, 20.8% had lost someone close to them during the war, and
8.4% had themselves been injured. Nine percent had themselves injured
someone during the war, and 5.2% had actually killed someone during the
war. Three (1.8%) had been raped by an armed group, and two (1.2%) had
been taken as a sex slave. The results indicate that the Fulani herdsmen attacks
had a strongly negative impact on the adolescents.

Research Question 2, investigated in Study I, pertained to the question of
to what extent PTSD and a number of other symptoms/behaviors among the
participants occurred, and whether gender differences in this respect existed.
In the current study, girls were found to show significantly more symptoms
of PTSD than boys. Previous studies have established a strong link between
exposure to trauma and PTSD symptoms, especially among females
(American Psychiatric Association, 1994; Breslau et al., 1998; Kessler et al.,
1995). The findings in the present study corroborate previous research.

Regarding the other dependent variables in Study I (physical punishment,
domestic violence, parental negativity, and anti-social behavior), there were
no gender differences. Girls and boys reported having experienced these
issues equally much.

Research Question 3 concerned the connection between exposure to armed
conflict and depressive symptoms. It was investigated in Study II. It was
found that armed conflict may indeed increase adolescents’ risk of developing
depression. This finding is in accordance with prior research suggesting that
children exposed to more frequent and/or severe armed conflict are likely to
demonstrate higher levels of depressive symptoms (Gupta & Zimmer, 2008;
Slone & Shoshani, 2010; Shaw, 2003).

Research Question 4 investigated whether exposure to armed conflict such
as the Fulani herdsmen attacks was positively correlated with antisocial
behavior. This issue was investigated in Study III. The findings corroborated
previous research indicating an association between exposure to armed
conflict and antisocial behavior (Gaias et al., 2019; McCouch, 2008).

Research Question 5 concerned the potential mediating effect of physical
punishment at home on the effect of exposure to armed conflict on
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adolescents” depression. In the current study, it was found that physical
punishment at home was a significant a mediator of the effect of exposure to
armed conflict on depression. This finding is in line with previous research by
Catani et al (2008) and Palosaari et al. (2013).

Research Question 6 concerned the potential mediating effect of physical
punishment on the effect of exposure to armed conflict on antisocial behavior.
It was found that physical punishment did indeed serve as a significant
mediator. However, only five percent of the variance was explained by the
mediation model; this fact implies that other factors are responsible for the
remaining 95%. Such a factor could be, e.g., influence by peers, which
unfortunately was not included in the present study.

Research Question 7 investigated the potential moderating effect of gender
on the effect of exposure to the Fulani herdsmen’s attacks on adolescents’
depression, mediated by physical punishment (Study II). The indirect effect
of exposure to the Fulani herdsmen’s attacks on depressive symptoms via
physical punishment was moderated by gender, that is, it was higher for girls
than for boys. However, the direct effect of exposure to the Fulani herdsmen
conflict on depressive symptoms was higher for boys than for girls. This last
finding was unexpected, and it is not in accordance with most prior research
(Kimbhi et al., 2010; Qouta et al., 2007), but it is in line with the findings of
Betancourt et al. (2011).

Research Question 8 aimed at investigating the potential moderating effect
of gender on the effect of exposure to the Fulani herdsmen’s attacks on
adolescents” antisocial behavior, mediated by physical punishment, in Study
III. However, the correlations between exposure to the Fulani herdsmen
conflict and physical punishment and antisocial behavior were not
significantly different for boys and girls. Also, the correlation between
physical punishment and antisocial behavior was not significantly different
for boys and girls. Due to these circumstances, gender was excluded in the
final model.

There were some unexpected results in the studies. In the second data
collection (Studies II and III), girls reported a higher level of having
experienced negative events during the Fulani herdsmen’s attacks. Logically,
boys should have experienced equally many as girls, as the questions
included in the scale pertained to whether any of the respondents’ family
members had been threatened with a weapon, injured, sexually assaulted,
tortured, or whether a family member had been killed in conjunction with the
Fulani herdsmen’s attacks. Such experiences should have been equally
frequent among both genders. The finding could perhaps be explained by the
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fact that girls run a risk of becoming sexually assaulted and raped, or
becoming abducted to become a sex slave, a risk that boys do not experience,
at least to the same extent. The fear of such experiences in girls may perhaps
explain this finding.

Another unexpected finding was that there was no difference between girls
and boys regarding how often they reported engaging in antisocial behavior.
This result is not in line with previous research which suggests that boys
engage in antisocial behavior more than girls (e.g., Belknap & Holsinger,
2006). A similar study from Lagos, Nigeria, conducted with exactly the same
instrument as the one used in the current study, showed a clear gender
difference in adolescent engagement in antisocial behavior in the usual
direction, with boys scoring higher than girls (Makinde et al. (2016). However,
although that study was conducted in the same country (Nigeria), it was not
conducted with respondents from the same ethnic group, Igbo, as in the
present study. The results may reflect a genuine ethnic difference, especially
as it occurred within both data collections. Another explanation for the
divergent result might be the existence of a response tendency within the
current samples, either over-reporting by girls or under-reporting by boys.

A third unexpected finding was that there was no gender difference
regarding experiences of physical punishment at home. This was the case in
both the first data collection (Study I) and in the second one (Studies II and
III). In general, boys report a higher frequency of exposure to physical
punishment than girls (Darko et al., 2019; Osterman et al., 2014; Straus &
Stewart, 1999). The fact that the finding was made in both data collections
suggests it to be valid. There seems to be no gender difference among the Igbo
adolescents regarding experiences of physical punishment at home. The
alternative explanation is a response tendency within the current samples.

4.2 Limitations of the Studies

The studies have certain limitations that should be noted. Above all, the
design of Studies II and III was cross-sectional, not longitudinal. Accordingly,
inferences about cause and effect should be made with caution in terms of
direction of effects. In comparison, a longitudinal design would provide the
means not only to examine causality and bi-directional links between victims
and antisocial behavior (Reijntjes et al., 2011), but also to investigate to what
extent adolescents remain stable across time in terms of depression and
antisocial behavior.
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4.3 Implications of the Studies

Despite the limitations, the results of the studies suggest that exposure to the
Fulani herdsmen attacks in Southeast region of Nigeria have contributed to
symptoms of PTSD, depression, and antisocial behavior among adolescents
exposed to these attacks. Since no previous studies of this kind could be
found, the current thesis may hopefully serve as an eye-opener to the
communities and the government of Nigeria. The types and frequencies of
their traumatic experiences have been investigated. These findings highlight
the need for the government to address the cause of violent attacks between
Fulani herdsmen and the farming communities in Nigeria. In addition, the
study indicates the need for immediate proper treatment for these
adolescents, to reduce the effect of their war trauma. Societal institutions
should organize activities to help families and adolescents to improve their
mental health and overcome their trauma through various therapeutic and
educational programs.

Interventions to reduce the use of physical punishment may be needed at
homes, schools, and at community levels. UNICEF (2014) and the American
Academy pf Paediatrics (Sege et al., 2018) have called for the abolition of all
forms of physical punishment. Consequently, the use of evidence-based
interventions that aim to prevent and reduce physical punishment as well as
community-based programs and public education to change attitudes and
behavior around physical punishment are recommended (Gershoff et al.,
2017). It is also important that those working with families and children are
able to suggest the use of positive disciplinary measures, such as emotional
warmth and support (Rohner, 2004; Rohner et al., 2008).

The results of the current thesis align with the global discussion on
physical punishment (https://endcorporalpunishment.org/), suggesting that
physical punishment may be harmful for children and adolescents
everywhere and therefore also in Nigeria.

Despite their limitations, the studies may hopefully contribute to the
understanding of the negative impact of exposure to armed conflict on
adolescents” mental well-being and behavior, and why parents should refrain
from using physical punishment as a corrective measure.
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The overallaim of this thesis was to investigate the mental well-being and behavioral problems
among Igbo adolescents in Southeastern Nigeria, living in an environment of constant
armed conflict in the form of violent attacks from Fulani herdsmen. It was accomplished by
investigating two samples of Igbo adolescents.

In the first sample consisting of 250 adolescents, 20.8% had lost someone close to them
during the war, and 8.4% had themselves been injured. Nine percent had themselves injured
someone during the war, and 5.2% had actually killed someone during the war. Three (1.8%)
had been raped by an armed group, and two (1.2%) had been taken as a sex slave. Girls
showed higher levels of PTSD than boys.

The second sample consisted of 385 different adolescents from the same area. The data were
analyzed with mediation analysis. The outcome variables were depression and antisocial
behavior, and it was examined whether the effect of exposure to armed conflict in the form
of the Fulani herdsmen attacks on the outcome variables was partially mediated by physical
punishment at home. This was found to be the case.
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