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Abstract 
The role of the counseling psychologist in conflict resolution in higher 
institutions cannot be over-emphasized. Conflict is a state of serious 
disagreement, argument, misunderstanding or clashes between two 
individuals or groups. Conflict may be over values, love and resources 
such as land. Conflict may escalate or de-escalate. Escalate conflict is 
one that increased in scope, volume and intensity, usually due to the 
entry of a third or fourth party who takes sides. Students’ conflict for 
instance usually escalates from peaceful demonstrations to more 
serious conflicts as soon as police intervenes and use tear-gas to 
disperse the students. When conflict reduces in scope, volume and 
intensity, it is said to de-escalate. This paper examines the nature of 
conflict, causes of conflicts among students over resources, conflicts 
over psychological needs, conflicts involving values, conflicts style and 
communication in conflict resolution. It also attempts to discuss among 
others, psychosocial basis of conflicts, preventive and curative approach 
to conflict management as well as management of conflicts between 
students and the school administrators and finally, counseling 
intervention needed to prevent conflicts or resolve conflicts among 
students in higher institutions of learning in Nigeria. 
 
Introduction 
Daily news feature conflicts ranging from family or marital quarrels, 
international disputes, even personal quarrels, which may escalate into 
assaults or even homicide. Students’ conflicts may arise from day to day 
disagreements over rumours, boy/girl friends and the like, Lecturers in 
different higher institutions often spend ample time in settling 
students’ disputeS between lecturers, course representatives or class 
leaders and other personnel in the department. Where conflicts exist, 
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tensions generated become serious obstacle to the classroom goals of 
teaching, learning and cooperating. 

There is a general consensus among scholars that counselor’s 
activity serves as a means of preventing the occurrence of a conflict 
while curative activity implies conflict settlement, negotiation and use 
of counseling skills. Because people have diverse views, interests and 
characteristics, disagreements are bound to generate. 

When people talk of counselor’s role in conflict resolution in 
higher institution in Nigeria, attention is drawn to how the counselors 
serve as window, mirror or a guide in both preventing and resolving 
conflicts. The role of the counselor in the content of conflict, situation 
should invariably require negotiation, counseling, conflict management, 
in addition to using other psychological skills. 

If handled constructively, conflicts can have many benefits. It 
helps the conflict partners to learn new and better ways to respond to 
problems, build better more lasting relationship and learn more about 
themselves and others. Constructive conflict resolution can benefit the 
entire groups as well as individuals. As relationships between members 
of a group are strengthened through positive approaches to conflict, 
the identity of the whole group becomes stronger. 
 
Nature of Conflict 
Oxford Advance Learners Dictionary defines conflict as a serious 
disagreement between A and B which can also be seen as a serious 
difference of opinions, wishes, to be in opposition, to clash and to be 
very different to something. Onyemerekeja (1997) defines conflict as a 
form of stressful situation which consists of two incompatible 
responses or goals. 

Dougherty and Robert (1981:181) opine that conflict is a 
condition in which one identifiable group of human beings (whether 
tribal, ethnic, linguistic, cultural, religious, socio-economic, political or 
other) is engaged in conscious opposition to one or more other 
identifiable groups because these groups are pursuing what are or 
appear to be incompatible goals. 

Murray (1968) considers psychological conflict to mean a 
situation in which a person is motivated to engage in two or more 
mutually exclusive activities. This is a phenomenon that arises mainly 
within the internal situation of the individual suffering from the conflict 
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(confusion, indecision and similar states). In a nut-shell, conflict arises 
when two or more sets of needs are pulling in different directions. 

However, conflict is conceptualized or defined; its evidence 
spans a wide spectrum of situation between peace and war. Marsh 
(1999) observes that these situations range from the random and 
impulsive to the organized and planned, and from internalized and 
unexpressed hostilities to direct physical violence. He further opines 
that the identification of enemies in a conflict situation may range from 
generalized opponents to specific, well-defined enemies, and that the 
major ingredient of conflict is stress. He also avers that the higher the 
level of conflict generally, the higher the level of stress. Conflict most 
often obstructs or, indeed, retards the progress of human development 
and so, governments and states generally deplore its occurrence and 
increasingly are evolving a variety of conflict management strategies to 
deal with the consequences. 
 
Causes of Conflict 
The causes of conflict can be categorized into three levels: 

a. Conflicts over resources. 
b. Conflicts over psychological needs. 
c. Conflicts involving values. 

Conflict may arise as a result of one or a combination of two or even all 
the above causes. Conflicts over resources may be more easily resolved 
than conflicts over psychological needs while either may be more easily 
resolved than conflicts over values. This is to say that conflicts over 
values are the most difficult to resolve. This is because they involve the 
things that hold most dear such as the beliefs that shape identity and 
give meaning to lives. 
 

a. Conflict over Resources: 
These are the more easily identifiable for solution. It is caused by 
growing inequality in the distribution of resources between and 
within societies. When two people want the same thing and 
there is not enough to go round, conflict may set in. Students in 
different levels of higher institution may complain to the lecturer, 
“he took my head phone”, “I only got up to get a maths set from 
the other student”. Additionally, conflict always exists in 
relationships where people come from different social and 



104     Counsellor’s Resolution of Students’… 

cultural environments, Individual differences, concerning social 
conflicts. Those people who are in position to command such 
resources that are in short supply or are able to manipulate them 
to their own advantage have a tendency to exercise “power over 
others rather than exercise a form of co-operative power or 
“power with” these others. 
 

b. Conflict Over Psychological Needs: 
 The youth has many psychological needs such as – to belong, have 
power, friendship and accomplishment. Clashes over these needs 
are commonly played out over material things. For instance, the 
head phone stated above. The students who appear upset over 
losing his/her head phone, may really need to sit next to a 
particular person whose acceptance is important to him or her. 
Since these motivations are less obvious, disputes of this type are 
harder to resolve. If the student is able to express his/her needs, 
the conflict is likely to be resolved. Even if a mechanical solution, 
about the chair is reached, the conflict may often reappear, 
expressed over something else. 
 
c. Conflicts Involving Values: 
What we value determines what we believe in. A challenge in 
anyone’s values means a challenge in the person’s belief system 
and would be resisted. Challenges of values are then challenges on 
self, so, such disagreements are more difficult to resolve. Resolving 
conflicts that involve underlaying value differences does not 
necessarily mean realignment of the values on either or both sides. 
Often a mutual acknowledgment that each person sees the world 
and the immediate situation very differently would clarify steps to 
solutions. If a conflict based on value differences is resolved only at 
the resources or needs level, it may re-surface in some other 
setting. 
 
Students’ Conflicts: 
Students’ conflicts arise as a result of several factors. Some causes 
and sources of rampant students’ unrest, crises, conflicts, 
demonstrations and instability that are being often manifested in 
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Nigeria’s Higher Institutions of learning are here considered. They 
include: 
 Over expansion/over population/poor facilities in the campus. 
 Excruciating economic condition in the country/dissatisfaction 

with the statues que. 
 Inability of students to cope with the Institution Academic 

Programme 
 Student politics. 

 
Over Expansion/Over Population/Poor Facilities: 
According to Boyson (1975), the threat to university standards and 
academic freedom in the early 1970’s is a product of over expansion 
and the granting of “free ride” to students irrespective of their 
motivation. Over population of students in universities, polytechnics 
and colleges of education makes it difficult for governments to pay 
students’ scholarship allowances early and when due. This often leads 
to student crisis. Students’ bursaries are reduce where they are 
provided at all, so lack of finance to provide basic daily needs among 
other needs, causes crises and conflicts. 

Satua (1995) observes that the root, most often, of the 
students’ grievances has been their subjection to abject living 
conditions on the campus owing to the wretched state of 
infrastructure. Nwoko (1997) in his own view opines that in most 
Nigerian universities, basic amenities like water, light, medication and 
security are unenviable making campus life difficult, thereby offering an 
open invitation to revolt. Hostel accommodation initially meant for a 
few students now witnesses serious congestion and unhealthy. To this, 
Ojo (1995) states that this type of situation on campus can easily spur 
students, especially those that were unable to secure hostel 
accommodation, into demonstrations against the university authorities. 
 
Excruciating Economic Conditions in the Country/Dissatisfaction with 
the Statues Que: 
There have been gory stories from campus news of students getting 
involved in one reprehensible act or the other (Nweze-Ajaonu, 1999). 
On Wednesday, May 13, 1992, students poured into the streets to 
protest the excruciating economic conditions in Nigeria and called for 
the resignation of the then Head of State, Ibrahim Babangida; and the 
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commencement of a National Conference to usher in a democratic 
constitution for Nigeria (Kehinde, 1992). 

In 1998, a six –man commission headed by Hon. Justice Mostafa 
Akanbi, of the Court of Appeal, Jos, observed with profound concern, a 
trend which would seem to have become part of the culture of Ahmadu 
Bello University (A.B.U) students to chase out the incumbent of the 
office of the Vice-Chancellor (V.C), before the expiration of their tenure 
of office. The commission noted (FRN, 1986) that in such a trend were:- 

 V-C. Alexander in 1967 (over the mature students programme) 
 V-C. Ishaya Audu in 1970, (over increased school fees) and 

the Ali must go; 
 V-C. Akinkugbe in 1979 (over JAMB Admission and) 
 V-C. Ango Abdullahi in 1981, (over rice) and also in 1986, 

(over high handedness).  
 
These show that when students get dissatisfied with the status 

quo, they revolt against the constituted authority as a way of bringing a 
change. At Ebonyi State University, students protested against the 
university authorities for deciding that those who owed any fees would 
not take part in first semester 2007/8 exams. 

 
Inability of Students to Cope with the Institutions’ Academic 
Programmes 
According to Abshiya, 1971, Denga, 1980, Aminu, 1986 and Nweze – 
Ajaonu, 1999, observations and previous studies show that students 
unrests on campuses have connections with academic administrative, 
psychological, political, adjustment and personal-social problems which 
serve as both remote and immediate causes. 

Satua (1995) reports an interview granted by Professor Nurudeen 
Alao by the “Daily Champion” in which the professor raised a 
fundamental problem of student incessant recourse to violent 
demonstrations on every given issue and the frequent closure of 
universities as a major problem that has lowered the quality of 
academic research and teaching in the Ivory tower. According to Alao, 
“it is just a handful of students who could not cope with the university 
academic programme that are in the habit of fermenting trouble to 
disrupt the academic time-table with the intention that the 
examinations would be postponed. 
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Nweze – Ajaonu (1990: 2), making a case for the establishment of 

counseling services centres in Nigerian universities (and colleges of 
education) avers that “….by the statement contained in the National 
Policy on Education…. It would appear that only post primary students 
have personality maladjustment and are ignorant of career 
Undergraduates of universities, polytechnics and colleges of Education 
also need counseling services to enable them understand themselves 
and have self direction needed for self-fulfillment. Similar problems 
experienced by primary and secondary school students and even more 
complex ones are also experienced by students of Higher Institutions of 
learning. Denga (1982) elaborating on the above issue, asserts that a 
good percentage of students admitted into universities are fresh from 
secondary school, technical colleges or colleges of education. Some had 
worked prior to admission into the university. These groups differ in so 
many ways. Some of them are married adults with lots of family 
problems to cope with. Malone and Diller (1978) opines that they differ 
also in terms of home background, economic status and social outlook. 

To Butswat (1995), they differ in their mental abilities, aptitudes, 
interests, academic achievements and levels of motivation. All students 
enter the universities system with certain mindsets, value systems and 
beliefs (Nweze – Ajaonu, 1999). These affect their actions and attitudes 
towards their fellow students and studies. These variations not-
withstanding, the university expects them to share so many things in 
common, interact at various levels and attend the same lectures (for 
those of them that offer the same courses). Students develop certain 
defense mechanisms as a result of their inability to adjust to the 
environment. These could lead to unhealthy development culminating 
into conflict and subsequent crisis.  While some students could accept 
the challenges of school with good spirit and enthusiasm, adapting to 
necessary changes with minimal difficulty and anxiety, others find the 
demands to be so great and experience dealings of extreme frustration 
and a sense of overload that impedes their adjustment to life in the 
college. 

 
Student Politics: 
Student politics is an important element of student organization and 
movement. Speaking on Student Union Government in Ebonyi State 
College  of Education, Ikwo during the swearing in ceremony of the 
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2007/2008 Union Executives, the Provost, Dr. Dan Enyi stated that 
student Union Governments and Political Activism on campus is central, 
because it has the potential for affecting both the college community 
and the society. According to Walter (1968), activists’ movements have 
caused governments to topple and on a few occasions, have 
implemented significant university reforms. Students’ demonstrations 
are usually carried out by a minority of the students Altbach (1989. a) 
states that the participation of a minority of a student body in 
demonstrations does not make students activists movement 
unimportant, but their scope and nature must be kept in perspective. 
 
The Effect of Students’ Conflict on Society: 
Campus conflicts have chain effects. Most possible effects are that they 
may lead to violence, stress, crisis, riot, demonstration, insult and or 
assault to constituted authority. The negative effects of any of the 
above are better told than experienced. Insults and violent assaults on 
lecturers, fellow students, university/administrators, gang-warfare, 
extortion and wonton destruction of university and public property by 
enraged students (Denga, 1982) are becoming too rampant once there 
is conflict in the system. Data is much indicating that when students’ 
violence erupts, a number of individual suffers loss of property or even 
lives, whereas, some are maimed for life. For instance, the students’ 
unrest and riot at the University of Ibadan in 1971 led to the death of 
Kunle Adepeju by the police. Also, at University of Ibadan in 1978, 
during students’ unrest due to increase in the cost of feeding (Ali Must-
Go) a student nearly lost his life from explosion which took place in the 
laboratory as some students tried to prepare chemical weapons to use 
on police. This was because the police arrested some university 
students. However, some police officers suffered temporary 
imprisonment by being locked up in toilets when caught by students. At 
the same period (1978), the police killed three students and a pregnant 
woman at the University of Lagos during students’ demonstrations. At 
Ahmadu Bello University, also, during the same demonstrations over 
food fee increase, five students were killed and property worth several 
thousands of Naira was destroyed. 

Students of University of Ibadan continue to mourn Adepeju’s 
death for several years. They would insist on trekking in a procession 
from U.I Campus to Adepeju’s grave. This disrupted the heavy traffic 
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along that road. Students’ crisis and strikes such as the 2008 sympathy 
strike by Colleges of Education Academic Union over the Federal 
Government’s non-payment of teachers’ salary scale have led to major 
disruptions of the academic processes in those campuses. Some 
students’ demonstrations, when spread beyond the university system, 
and in certain parts of the country, cause a breakdown of law and order 
and national security becomes gravely threatened. 
 
Conflict Resolution, the Counselors Role: 
Disagreement within an ordered community which gives rise to conflict 
can be prevented when its signs are observed. When it has erupted, it 
could be settled or resolved. Among the most common approaches to 
conflict management are strategies such as conflict avoidance, conflict 
prevention, conflict settlement and conflict resolution (Obasi, 2000). 
 
Prevention Approach to Conflict: 
Conflicts do not just erupt, they foster and explode. The most crucial 
role of the counselor in the school is to prevent conflict or at least 
attempt to reduce its severity. The counselor uses several or some 
counseling skills and techniques, or protecting as well as promoting of 
conditions of human security and tension reduction. 

Conflict avoidance, “prevention is better than cure” states a 
common adage. This refers to attempts to circumvent the development 
of contentious issues and the incompatibility of goals between and 
within. Actors avoidance can take the form of denial or 
accommodation. 

Conflict prevention alludes to measures which contribute to the 
aversion of undesirable conflict behaviour once some situation 
involving goal incompatibility has arisen. 
Conflict settlement or resolution according to Reychler (1994) refers to 
a portmanteau term for the ending or termination of conflict. Evans 
and Newnham (1992) consider conflict resolution as somewhat esoteric 
forms of conflict have to redefine their relationships so that their goals 
no longer conflict. 

The counselor uses information services to make the conflicting 
parties more knowledgeable of one another as to remove areas of 
misconceptions, clear communication clog so that gradually mutual 
confidence is built. The counselor should carry out needs assessment 
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surveys and find out the causes or sources of conflicts that lead to 
crisis, unrest or demonstrations and riots. Reasons for deviance can be 
ascertained by treating each students participating in certain conflicting 
activity in isolation. Discoveries may reveal that some cultists and 
activists are mere seekers of identity;  some students act only on peer 
influence; while some are influenced by certain film actors and 
characters in novels to the extent that such students bring those 
actions of their models into reality without consideration of certain 
inter-personal and social dynamics. 

The counselor uses social skills like listening, empathy, 
appropriate assertiveness and emotion management, to resolve 
conflicts. Since the counselor is neutral and objective, he uses the 
counseling techniques in his training and talk to the conflicting parties 
privately first. Without siding any party or group, the counselor further 
selects and implements a well organized guidance programme, which 
aim at helping the parties to be assertive and, where need be, to 
redefine their goals and means of achieving  the goals putting the 
interest of the conflicting parties into cognizance. Role-playing and 
role-reversal techniques, when used by the counselor is very effective 
in conflict management. This would enable conflicting parties see how 
each other’s behaviour affects them and in turn appreciate the plight of 
one another and be ready and able to make adjustments. 

The counselor defines the problems and discusses them. 
Solution is achieved only when both parties agree on what the 
problems are. Carefully listening ensures the counselor that he 
understands the parties and they too understand him. The counselor 
from time to time summarizes progress and explores alternative 
solution which would be acceptable to both. Finally, the counselor sets 
a time for follow up. 
 
Summary and Conclusions 
According to Nweze-Ajaonu (1999), the largely unresolved conflicts 
currently result in violence, crisis, stress, demonstrations, uproar, 
unrest, riot, to mention but a few outcomes. In this process, lots of lives 
are lost, many hours of work are also lost through frequent closure of 
universities to forestall and resolve all this. It is very pertinent to 
establish counseling centres in all Nigerian higher institutions 
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(universities, colleges of education, polytechnics and monotechnics), 
staffing them with professional counselors. 

Students must be made to conceptualize orientation 
programme for all new entrants to universities and colleges as 
compulsory. Effective conflict management and resolution strategies 
must be taught during the orientation period. Students must be given 
full information on institutional policies and procedures with respect to 
academic matters to facilitate their interest and utilization of 
counseling services, information on conduct, counseling and 
disciplinary procedures and sanctions when institutions’ rules and 
regulations are explained during orientation. 

From time of students’ registration, each student should be 
helped to define specific learning and personal goals, which would be 
clarified and restated in more precise terms during counseling. This 
would enable the student to learn to accept himself and others more 
fully, to give and accept love, to build meaningful relationship with 
others, to work and play with others, to recognize reality, to change 
what is necessary to change or learn to live with those disturbing 
solutions which he cannot change or does not worth the effort to 
change. 

Nigerian universities should design counseling services to 
interpret the institution to the student in terms of its requirements for 
success, its services and its ability to clarify their needs. The counseling 
service should be designed to be a cohesive agency, drawing together 
all the institutions’ human resources to enhance the accomplishment of 
students’ objectives of  university education. 
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