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Abstract

This study evaluates conflict sensitivity in Nigerian newspaper reports and
examines the perceptions of development communication and peacebuilding
experts regarding its implications for development. Anchored in Framing
Theory and the Social Responsibility Theory of the Press, the study identified the
pattern of coverage of conflict-sensitive issues in Nigerian newspaper reports and
examined experts’ perceptions of the development implications of the observed
coverage patterns. Adopting a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design,
the research combined quantitative content analysis of 1,632 conflict-related
stories from four national newspapers (The Punch, Daily Trust, The Sun, and
Nigerian Tribune) between 2020 and 2025 with survey data from 113 experts,
including development communication professionals, peace actors, and scholars.
Findings revealed that while newspapers actively cover conflict, coverage is
often shallow, episodic, and skewed towards communal and political conflicts,
with limited attention to ethnic and economic dimensions. Expert perceptions
from the survey indicate that conflict-insensitive reporting exacerbates societal
tensions, whereas ethically framed, contextually rich reporting promotes social
cohesion, peacebuilding, and inclusive development. The study concludes that
Nigerian newspapers possess significant potential as agents of development
but require institutional, professional, and ethical reforms to maximise their
impact. The study recommended capacity building, thematic diversification,
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the establishment of conflict desks, and regulatory support to align journalistic
practice with normative conflict-sensitive standards.

Keywords
Conflict-sensitive journalism, Nigerian newspapers, social responsibility,
development, perception.

Introduction

Nigeria is plagued by conflicts of varied nature and magnitude, such as ethnic,
religious, political, social and resource-based conflicts (Gever et al, 2021). Most
of these conflicts are not new but have been ongoing in various forms, including
communal violence and fighting, insurgencies, farmer-herder conflict, elections
and secessionist agitation. In this highly polarised socio-political climate, mass
media, especially newspapers, are playing a crucial role as a strategic space
for communicating conflict narratives to the masses (Aondover, Onyejelem, &
Garba, 2024). Newspapers select, frame and interpret the conflict and thereby
shape social meaning, influence the policy discourse and mediate intergroup
relations (Yar’Adua, Namadi, & Msughter, 2021).

The link between media and the perception and response to conflict has long
been documented in the scholarly literature. Such reporting styles and frames
used in newspapers during conflict have deep and significant consequences
for public understanding and social cohesion, as stated by Aleyomi (2022).
Likewise, Aondover et al. (2024) argue that public understanding of conflict
hinges significantly on the way these conflicts are mediated and publicised
through the news media. This indicates that journalistic writing is far from
being neutral and insignificant; it can either contribute to peace and positive
dialogue or contribute to tensions and deep divisions.

In essence, conflict-sensitive reporting has become a normative approach
to responsible reporting in conflict societies. Conflict-sensitive journalism
focuses on the depth of the context, the balance, the fairness, the accuracy
and impartiality in reporting (Ciftcioglu, 2017). It requires an understanding
of the structural origins of conflict, sensitivity to language and framing and
sensitivity to the possible effects of media content on the groups involved. The
core goal is not to outlaw conflict but to report on it in a way that will cause
as little harm as possible, will avoid inflammatory reporting and will ensure
peaceful engagement. On the other hand, conflict-insensitive reporting is
linked to sensationalism, stereotyping, demonisation of actors, relying heavily
on elite sources, and perpetuating the existing frames that fuel conflict, which
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can fuel hostility and negatively impact social stability (Jamil, & Appiah-Adjei,
2023).

On the development side, peace and stability are important preconditions
for sustainable development. This is where the role of surveillance and social
responsibility plays an important role for the media. The mass media are
essential to the development of a nation as they observe the events of the
society, enable the public to debate issues in an informed manner, and help
hold the government accountable in a democratic manner (Aja et al, 2022).
Yet, such a normative function is compromised by corporate problems of the
Nigerian media industry, some of which are economic, political, ownership,
and professional issues. These restrictions limit the autonomy of journalists and
have a negative impact on ethical practices, particularly in conflict reporting
situations (Yar’Adua, Namadi, & Msughter, 2021).

Although conflict-sensitive journalism is crucial in the context of conflict,
there are still concerns about the quality and orientation of conflict reporting by
Nigerian newspapers. The past studies indicate that Nigerian journalists have
a tendency to adhere to practices of peace journalism that include the use of
inflammatory language, one-sided sourcing, and binary and adversarial framing
of conflicts (Aja et al, 2022). These trends pose critical issues of the extent to
which Nigerian newspapers meet conflict-sensitive standards and how such
a reporting practice could have developmental implications in a fragile socio-
political environment of Nigeria.

In Nigeria, the conflict situation has been a constant feature and attracted
a lot of scholarly interest, as scholars have looked at the phenomenon from
various angles. Previous research has investigated the issues that journalists
face in reporting conflicts (Ofem, 2018), the nature of media coverage of
conflicts and peace (Aleyomi, 2022), and the emotional and social impacts of
journalists’ exposure to violent conflict (Tuki, 2024). Another review of literature
that focused on Nigeria showed that most of the literature emphasised the
prominence of media coverage of conflicts in terms of frequency, prominence
and thematic focus (Adisa, 2012; Bukar, 2014; Abdulbaqi, & Ariemu, 2017; Aja
et al, 2022).

Yet these studies offer important insights into the portrayal of conflict in
media, but have relatively little systematic focus on the more normative and
evaluative notion of conflict-sensitivity. In other words, there is not enough
empirical research that critically examines the ways in which Nigerian
newspapers reflect the principles of conflict-sensitive journalism, notably those
of neutrality, framing, accountability and social responsibility with respect to
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their developmental implications. Hence, this study explores the level of conflict
sensitivity of Nigerian newspapers and the reporting patterns of the newspapers
and experts’ assessment of their development implications.

The main objective of this study is to evaluate conflict-sensitivity in Nigerian
newspaper reports and examine the perceptions of development communication
and peacebuilding experts on its implications for development. Specifically, the
study seeks to: identify the pattern of coverage of conflict-sensitive issues in
Nigerian newspaper reports; and to examine the perceptions of development
communication and peacebuilding experts on the development implications of
conflict-sensitivity coverage patterns observed in Nigerian newspaper reports.

Literature review

Understanding the nature of conflicts

Conflict is a universal part of social interaction and relationships. Conflict
occurs when one party feels that the actions of another party are hindering or
threatening their goals, needs, and interests (Nwosu, & Orji, 2023). It is this
incompatibility that is the root of most interpersonal, group, organisational
and international conflicts. Conflict can be intrapersonal (between people
within themselves), intra-group (between people within groups), interpersonal
(between people and groups), intergroup (between groups) or international
(between states) and is really a clash of interests, values or behaviours.

Conflict is a universal phenomenon in social life that is well recognised by
scholars. According to Deutsch (2022), conflict is a situation in which two or
more actors have incompatible goals and /or perspectives, leading to tensions and
disagreements. This conceptualisation focuses upon the multidimensionality of
conflict, looking at conflicts in ideological, economic, political, religious, and
social terms. Likewise, Edet, Benson, and Williams (2017) maintain that conflict
is an inherent element of social interaction, as there is no social relationship
that is untouched by conflict. But conflict is not always bad. According to
Faleti (2006), quoted in Ebhodaghe (2023), conflict occurs when there is an
incompatibility of interest and behaviour, and may be exacerbated by selfishness
and competition. However, with proper management, conflict can be a catalyst
for innovation and social change, or it could become violent and fragmented
(Nwosu, & Orji, 2023).

When conflict is handled constructively, with communication and respect,
it can become a creative problem-solving process, offer learning and build
relationships. Poor conflict management, on the other hand, can lead to conflict
becoming hostile and violent, highlighting the need for appropriate conflict
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resolution processes. A major reason for the continuity of conflict is that needs,
perceptions and values differ, especially in plural societies where inequalities
exist, historical grievances are present, and power imbalances are apparent
(Rahim, 2017). Dunu, Ugbo and Bebenimibo (2018) also list class antagonism,
ethnic and religious intolerance, ideological differences and competition for
resources as significant conflict factors.

Conflict continues to be a serious problem in Nigeria, which is affecting
social stability and development in the country. Olawale and Adegboye (2018)
associate continuous conflicts with political contestation, resource control,
ethnic identity and social injustice. According to Adegbami and Adeoye
(2021), conflicts do not occur by chance but are the outcome of institutional
shortcomings in handling competing interests and generating social harmony.
Importantly, they argue that violent conflict can arise not only when there is an
objective difference but also from the subjective misperceptions and negative
stereotypes that are formed based on historical narratives and media portrayals.

There are emotional and psychological conditions that can also contribute
to creating conflict. Akinrinde and Adegboye (2020) note that some factors
which can spark rebellion and violence are deprivation, marginalisation, and
perceived injustice. Finally, conflict is a multi-faceted phenomenon that involves
psychological, cultural, economic and political elements. According to Hassan
et al. (2023), the quest for sustainable peace requires an understanding of the
typologies of conflict, their causes, and the capacity of institutions for inclusive
and responsive conflict management.

Conflict-sensitive journalism and the role of the media in peacebuilding

Conflict-sensitive journalism (also known as peace journalism) is a
contemporary style of conflict reporting that emphasises ethical responsibility,
social impact and contextual depth. This concept has been conceptualised
since the early work of Johan Galtung, distinguishing between war journalism
and peace journalism, but more recent scholarship has begun to focus on the
realities of modern protracted conflict, as found in papers such as those by
Ciftcioglu (2017) and Lynch (2014). Conflict-sensitive journalism does not
focus exclusively on violence, elite narratives, and episodic stories found in
war journalism but instead aims to provide deeper insight into the root causes,
provide space and voices to various actors and proponents, and provide more
space for non-violent solutions to conflict.

Recent research highlights the importance of understanding journalists
as not just “neutral observers” in conflict zones, but as actors who can either
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deepen the polarisation or help dialogue. Jimoh (2014) and Du Toit (2014)
suggest that peace journalism has an ethical framework and must take into
account the potential social impact of journalists’ work, known as “do no harm”.
In insecure societies, where people are living with chronic insecurity, this ethical
responsibility is more pressing because sensational or polarised reporting can
contribute to fear, stereotyping, and social disintegration.

In modern paradigms of conflict-sensitive journalism, traditional notions
of objectivity and balance are also challenged. Howard’s model for UNESCO
focuses on accuracy as well as responsibility, and encourages journalists to reflect
on the impact of news content on public safety, intergroup relations, and peace
prospects. Empirical studies have recently been conducted that have confirmed
that interpretive and context-rich reporting has a greater impact on public
understanding of conflict than event-driven reporting (Prager, & Hameleers,
2018; De Michelis, 2018). Peace journalism does not seek to stop violence, but
seeks to account for it, challenge official reporting, and bring to the fore peace
initiatives and reconciliation efforts.

Generally, journalists play a very critical role in a society of conflict like
Nigeria. In a study thatlooked at the Global Terrorism Index, Wambai and Joseph
(2023) designate Nigeria as one of the nations most impacted by the loss of life
from terror attacks, which is mainly attributed to the persistent violent conflicts
in the country. In such contexts, media coverage often is based on ethnic,
religious and political dichotomies that mask historical grievances and socio-
economic causes of violence. Abdulwahab and Adisa (2023) show that most of
the cases reported on farmer-herder conflicts tend to reduce the complex nature
of the relations, which can be counterproductive to the principles of conflict
sensitivity and may lead to polarisation.

In spite of the above challenges, the media has been demonstrated through
recent research to be a tool for peace and development. To build social
cohesion and promote national stability, the media should employ risk-aware
and inclusive approaches to reporting news, as presented by Aja et al. (2022)
and Yar’Adua, Namadi and Msughter (2021). Journalists, however, are still
subjected to structural limitations, such as commercial pressures, political
influence and institutional constraints. However, conflict-sensitive journalism
does not call for activism; it calls for informed professionalism that emphasises
context, plurality and aspects of human consequences. In conflict situations,
journalists are confronted with a critical ethical question: to be proponents of
divisions or proponents of peacebuilding through responsible reporting (Ngige,
Badekale, & Hammanjoda, 2016; Prager & Hameleers, 2018). In this context,
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conflict-sensitive journalism is still a strategic and ethical need in today’s conflict
environments.

Conflict-sensitive journalism, peacebuilding and development

Violent conflict is one of the key factors that hinder national development as
it affects social cohesion, results in forced migration of people, affects livelihoods
and reduces the capacity of institutions (Adegbami, & Adeoye, 2021). The link
between conflict and development is a “cycle” since underdevelopment can lead
to conflict and conflict can lead to more underdevelopment, more poverty, more
inequality, and more institutional fragility (Stewart, 2002). According to Aja,
Chukwu, Nwakpu, Ezema and Taiwo (2022), the spate of insecurity caused by
insurgency, communal violence, farmer-herder clashes and electoral conflicts has
continued to affect socio-economic development and democratic consolidation
in Nigeria. Therefore, sustainable development of a nation is impossible to
achieve without consideration of communication processes that define the
perception of the public on conflict and peace (Yar’Adua, Namadi, & Msughter,
2021). Essentially, it is not possible to achieve sustainable development without
taking into account communication processes which have a bearing on the
perception of the public on conflict and peace (Yar’Adua, Namadi, & Msughter,
2021). Peacebuilding has the potential of building stability in post conflict
societies and the foundation for sustainable development. While violence is a
necessary component of peacebuilding, it is not the only part (Howard, 2009).
As highlighted by Ciftcioglu (2017), the failure of political settlements is not
the only factor contributing to the failure of sustainable peace; communication
processes that can help shift negative interactions into positive ones are also a
necessary component of sustainable peace.

Howard (2009) also claims that the media play a pivotal role in these
processes as they create the public narratives, affect the perception of the
conflicting parties and define how the citizens understand the cause of the
conflict and how it can be solved. Peacebuilding and development, therefore,
are closely linked, and communication is a pivotal link between the two. In
this wider communication sense, the notion of “conflict-sensitive journalism”
has become embedded in journalism norms, and it is seen as a “peacebuilding
approach”. Galtung, as quoted by Ciftcioglu 2017), conceptualised a journalist’s
role as one requiring more than just violent reporting; it requires real-world
stories to be told which contextualise the situation, highlight peace efforts
and recount multiple narratives of real people in conflict. Similarly, Howard
(2009) suggests that conflict-sensitive journalism enables journalists to
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report on conflict accurately and without inflammatory language, widens the
information sources and looks into the root causes of conflict, rather than the
violent acts. These types of reports enable people to see conflicts in their socio-
political context and not just as isolated acts of violence (Patindol, 2010). In
essence, conflict-sensitive journalism’s developmental value is in how it can
shape people’s discursive attitude to be interested in peaceful co-existence and
inclusive development. Yar’Adua et al. (2021) state that good reporting plays a
role in supporting national stability by helping to facilitate public discussions
that are informed, enable democratic monitoring and accountability and
facilitate positive interactions between opposing social groups. Aja et al. (2022)
also indicate that the function of newspapers in the surveillance and education
aspect is to achieve social cohesion in the process of reporting issues of conflict
ethically and responsibly. However, stereotyping, elite-centred stories and
escalation of conflict framing can exacerbate and reinforce stereotyping, create
divisions among societies’ members and slow down the peacebuilding process,
limiting development potential (Abdulwahab, & Adisa, 2023).

Development communication-wise, the role of conflict-sensitive journalism
does not end when citizens are made aware of a violent incident, but it continues
to influence the citizens. Rather, it offers communication spaces for dialogue,
reconciliation, accountability and understanding to be fostered in divided
communities (Howard, 2009). Media narratives can have a more transformative
effect on national integration, as Dunu, Ugbo and Bebenimibo (2018) suggest,
but these narratives would be more effective when offering a balance of reporting
on violence and conflict while also sharing knowledge on root causes of conflict
and peaceful solutions. Therefore, the developmental implications of newspaper
reporting are not directly linked to the level of conflict reporting, but to the
quality, context, framing and ethical orientation of the reporting of conflicts,
making conflict-sensitive journalism an imperative part of peacebuilding and
national development (Aja et al, 2022; Ciftcioglu, 2017).

Empirical lens

A lot of empirical studies have been conducted on the relationship between
journalism and conflict dynamics, particularly within fragile and ethnically
plural societies such as Nigeria. Egielewa (2023) provides one of the most
comprehensive assessments of conflict sensitive journalism in Nigeria’s print
media. Anchored on peace journalism theory and using content analysis,
the study found that mainstream newspapers frequently employ sensational
headlines and ethnocentric framing that risk intensifying conflict. Egielewa
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concludes that inadequate professional training and weak editorial policies
limit the adoption of conflict sensitive journalism principles. The study
recommends continuous capacity building and the integration of conflict-
sensitive frameworks into newsroom routines. Similarly, Abimbola (2023)
examined media coverage of the herder-farmer conflict in Nigeria using framing
theory and a qualitative design. The findings show a dominant binary narrative
in which herders are framed as aggressors and farmers as victims. Such
representations, according to Abimbola, oversimplify complex historical relations
and reinforce social polarisation. The study advocates for contextual reporting
that foregrounds structural causes and long-term grievances rather than ethnic
stereotypes.

Ekeanyanwu and Obia (2018) further reinforce these findings through a
case study of the same conflict, guided by social responsibility theory. Using in-
depth interviews and document analysis, they identify a significant knowledge
gap among journalists regarding conflict sensitive journalism principles. Their
study typifies how political interference and editorial bias undermine ethical
reporting. They recommend institutional reforms, cross-sector collaboration
with peacebuilding organisations, and the revision of journalistic ethics codes
to accommodate conflict-sensitive practices. This aligns with Popoola’s (2022)
argument that Nigeria’s media system lacks structural alignment with peace
communication frameworks.

At the institutional level, Aliyu and Haruna (2021) explored journalism’s
role in peacebuilding in Nigeria using interviews with journalists and NGO
practitioners. The study reveals that most newsrooms have not institutionalised
conflict sensitive journalism models and that journalists operate with minimal
formal exposure to conflict-sensitive training. The authors recommend
partnerships between journalism training institutions and peace organisations
to mainstream conflict sensitive journalism in professional practice. Similarly,
Suntai and Ishaku (2017) found that the absence of diversity-sensitive
narratives in Nigerian reporting often reproduces ethnic antagonism, thereby
undermining national cohesion. Framing and newsroom structures are further
interrogated in Adamu (2024), whose content analyses show that religious and
ethnic conflicts are often reported episodically, with little historical or analytical
depth. Both studies recommend the establishment of specialised conflict desks
staffed with journalists trained in conflict studies. This view was corroborated
by Smith and Wilson (2019) in their study, where they posited that editors
tend to prefer sensationalism to ethical sensitivity in their editorial decisions to
influence the tone and direction of conflict stories.
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Beyond Nigeria, comparative studies also offer some insights. Forinstance, the
study by Raharjo (2024), which aimed at identifying Al Jazeera’s representation
of the Rohingya crisis in relation to the constructivist media theory through
content analysis, demonstrated the potential of the victim-centred approach
to narratives, as well as the potential of structural explanations and ethical
framing to challenge dominant discourses and demonstrate empathy. The
study, although conducted outside Nigeria, gives a good frame of reference for
the Nigerian newspapers in their strides towards conflict-sensitive reportage.
Likewise, Igbal and Hussain (2017) alongside Hussain et al. (2021) conducted
theirresearch in Pakistan and concluded that journalists subconsciously promote
media narratives that are favourable to the state and militaristic in nature. These
findings are reminiscent of Nigeria’s securitised media environment. Practical
and normative contributions further enrich the literature.

Du Toit (2019) and Ware and Laoutides (2021), in a handbook for
journalists covering violent extremism, advance a “Do-No-Harm” framework
that prioritises ethical restraint, contextualisation, and peace narratives over
fear-driven reporting. This principle resonates with Hussain et al. (2021),
whose participatory conflict analysis model emphasises ethical sensitivity
and local knowledge in development communication. Makwabeni and
Matsilele (2025) investigated South African media’s framing of the terrorism
insurgency in Mozambique. They showed that South African media’s coverage
of terrorist attacks in Mozambique is informed by five prominent frames: the
social consequences frame, the morality frame, the economic consequences
frame, the war against Islam militants frame and the national interest frame.
Finally, Dunu, Ugbo and Bebenimibo (2018), alongside Dunu, Udeze and Ohia
(2018), offer twin Nigerian studies on ethnic conflict and media responsibility.
Using qualitative approaches, both studies show that Nigerian media, despite
recognising its influence, often defaults to elite-driven and parochial storytelling.
They call for a shift towards grassroots perspectives and structural analysis. This
aligns with Coleman’s (2021) broader conflict resolution framework, which
argues that sustainable peace requires media systems grounded in dialogue,
inclusivity, and reflexivity.

Research gap

While there have been significant contributions to knowledge in relation to
journalists’ professional practices in Nigeria and other conflict-afflicted societies
(Ajaetal, 2022; Aleyomi, 2022; Egielewa, 2023; Ndinojuo, & Ikems, 2023), these
studies have mainly focused on reporting and accounting for existing patterns of
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media coverage and assessing journalistic performance. Empirical studies that
explored the development implications of conflict-sensitive journalism, however,
have been scarce and have not included the integration of observed newspaper
reporting practices and expert assessments. Moreover, previous research has
mostly adopted a single-method approach, and only a small number of studies
have sought to link the systematic content analysis with the development
communication and peacebuilding field experts’ view to understand how
conflict-sensitive reporting might impact development discourse. The current
study seeks to fill these gaps in the concepts and methodology in order to gain
a more holistic picture of the implications of conflict-sensitive journalism for
development in the Nigerian context based on a content analysis of the Nigerian
newspaper reports and the perceptions of the experts.

Theoretical framework

The study is anchored in Framing Theory and Social Responsibility Theory
of the Press. Framing Theory, propounded by Goffman in 1974 and later
developed by Entman (1993), focuses on the assumption that the media are
not just reporters of reality, but active producers of it. Framing is the process
of selecting certain elements of a perceived reality and emphasising them in
such a way as to encourage a specific problem statement, causal explanation,
moral evaluation or treatment recommendation (Entman, 1993). Therefore,
how matters are presented often has a major impact on how people understand,
interpret, and react to public events.

Proponents of Framing Theory (McCombs, 2004; Reese, 2007; Scheufele, &
Tewksbury 2007) argued that media frames not only impact the salience of issues
but also the meanings that are attributed to them. The headlines, languages,
sources, visuals, and contextual information chosen by journalists therefore
influence the perceptions of conflict situations, actors, and potential solutions
to conflicts. In conflict reports, framing can help either heighten conflict or
advance peace efforts, focus on violence or peace-building efforts, and deepen
divisions or bring people together to talk. However, critics like Gamson (1989)
and D’Angelo (2002) view framing theory as failing to take into account the
agency of its audience because the audience is assumed to be affected by media
frames in the same way, when people can be affected differently, depending on
their social, political and cultural backgrounds.

Though the theory is criticised, it is still relevant to this study because it
provides a relevant analytical lens for examining how Nigerian newspapers
construct and present conflict-sensitive issues through patterns of coverage and
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framing. It also enables the study to assess how Nigerian newspaper reports
promote contextualised, balanced, and peace-oriented narratives capable of
advancing development or adopt frames that may fuel misunderstanding, social
division, and conflict escalation.

The study is further anchored in Social Responsibility Media Theory. The
theory developed in the work of Siebert, Peterson, and Schramm in 1956 was
founded on the idea that while the freedom of the press from state control and/
or interference is essential, such freedom is accompanied by the necessity for
social responsibility, which entails the press serving the interests of society in
pursuit of truth, balance, fairness, and unity, and refraining from the promotion
of violence, hatred, and unrest in society (Bertrand, 2003).

Adherents of the theory, among whom were McQuail (2010) and Christians
et al. (2009), argued that the theory of social responsibility of the press requires
that the press offer an accurate, complete, and contextualised picture of reality,
especially in situations of public controversy or conflict. As such, the media are
expected to reflect the views of the different segments of society, eschew the
use of inflammatory language, and ensure that the reports or articles published
are not lopsided or biased in favour of the dominant groups at the expense of
the marginalised groups. However, critics, among whom were Nordenstreng
(1997) and Altschull (1995), contest the theory on the grounds of assuming
that journalists are always willing to put the interests of the public first. To
them, content in media communication is determined by the interests of those
who fund it.

Despite these criticisms, the theory remains relevant to this study because
it provides normative standards for evaluating whether Nigerian newspapers
discharge their ethical obligations through balanced, accurate, and socially
responsible reporting of conflict-sensitive issues. The theory further offers
an appropriate basis for assessing whether newspaper reports contribute to
peacebuilding and development or inadvertently promote division, hostility,
and conflict escalation.

Methodology

This study adopted a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design,
involving quantitative content analysis with an expert survey to examine
conflict-sensitivity in Nigerian newspaper reports and its perceived development
implications. The design was deemed apt because it ensured the study firstly
established observable patterns of conflict-sensitivity in newspapers’ reports
through systematic content analysis before obtaining expert perceptions on
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the development implications of the observed reporting patterns. The mixture
of these two phases ensured a better understanding of the phenomenon than
either method could independently achieve.

The quantitative phase involved a systematic content analysis of conflict-
related reports published in four national dailies: The Punch, Nigerian Tribune,
The Sun, and Daily Trust from January 2020 to December 2025. Newspaper
stories were retrieved from the digital archives of the selected newspapers using
predefined Boolean search terms, such as conflict, violence, communal clash,
terrorism, religious conflict, ethnic crisis, insecurity, and peacebuilding. Following
the removal of duplicate entries, opinion pieces not related to conflict, as well as
other irrelevant reports, a final corpus of 1,632 newspaper stories was used for
analysis. The unit of analysis comprised individual newspaper items, including
straight news stories, editorials, and feature articles, while a structured
coding guide adapted from established conflict-sensitive journalism and peace
journalism frameworks was used to analyse the newspaper reports. The coding
category for the patterns of coverage was operationalised into two indicators
(frequency and depth of coverage). Each newspaper item was independently
coded according to these predefined categories to ensure consistency and
comparability across the dataset.

For the second phase of this study, a survey of experts was carried out with
113 respondents. The respondents consisted of development communication
experts, peacebuilding practitioners and peace and conflict scholars who
were identified using purposive and snowball sampling. These sampling
methods were selected because they were appropriate to the type of study
required, rather than to provide statistical generalisation of the findings to a
larger population. In view of this, the respondents were identified according
to their recognised competence and experience in the fields of development
communication, media practice and peacebuilding. The purposive sampling
was supplemented by snowball sampling, which enabled access to other experts
who met the inclusion criteria. The respondents were selected mainly from
South-West Nigeria, due to the high density of universities, research institutions,
civil society organisations and professional bodies that have some expertise in
development communication and peacebuilding in the area. It is worth noting
that development communication and peacebuilding experts were preferred
over journalists and media owners because the survey was meant to gauge
the development impact of conflict-sensitive reporting, and not newsroom
production practices.
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The survey instrument comprised structured Lickert-style five-point items
that assessed expert perceptions of the impact of conflict-sensitive reporting
on social cohesion, peace-building, public trust, escalation and national
development. The findings from the empirical data and the data from the survey
were then analysed along with the data. Expert perceptions were summarised
using descriptive statistics, and the relationships between the content analysis-
generated conflict-sensitive reporting indicators and the expert’s assessment of
the development implications were examined using Pearson Product Moment
Correlation. IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 27) was used to analyse the data. The
frequencies, percentages and cross-tabulations were used to summarise the
findings of content analysis to identify the dominant reporting pattern across
newspapers and over time, whereas the survey used descriptive and inferential
statistics to analyse the survey data. The methodological rigour was reinforced by
pre-testing the coding guide and the questionnaire with experts before the data
collection. Scott’s Pi was used to evaluate inter-coder reliability in the content
analysis, and the values were above 0.80, representing a high level of agreement
between coders. Cronbach’s alpha was also used to test the reliability of the
survey instrument and yielded values ranging from 0.889 to 0.928 for the major
constructs, signifying high internal consistency. Additionally, an Exploratory
Factor Analysis was used to establish the construct validity of the instrument,
with the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin value ranging from 0.781 to 0.853, and Bartlett’s
Test of Sphericity significant at p < 0.05. The ethical principles were followed
by getting informed consent from the participants, ensuring anonymity and
confidentiality, and ensuring secure research data handling.

Results

This section presents the findings of the study on the two research objectives
guiding this study. The first research objective (RO1) presents the content
analysis findings on the pattern of coverage of conflict-sensitive issues in Nigerian
newspaper reports, while the second research objective (RO2) presents the results
of the survey, which examined the perceptions of development communication
and peacebuilding experts on the development implications of the conflict-
sensitivity coverage pattern observed in Nigerian newspaper reports.

RO1: To identify the pattern of coverage of conflict-sensitive issues in Nigerian
newspaper reports.
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The objective was examined through content analysis. The content analysis
part of this study examined conflict-sensitive reports published in four national
newspapers, namely Daily Trust, The Punch, The Sun, and Nigerian Tribune. A
total of 1,632 conflict-related stories published between 2020 and 2025 were
analysed. Essentially, the pattern of coverage (RO1) was operationalised
through two key indicators, which are the depth of coverage and thematic focus
of the conflict-related stories. The analysis of RO1 starts with the presentation
of the number of stories content analysed across the selected newspapers and
across the six years being studied before examining the two indicators (depth
of coverage and thematic focus) of conflict-related stories in the selected
newspapers across the six years.

Distribution of stories by newspaper

The distribution in Table 1 shows the representation of conflict-related
reporting across the four newspapers. Out of the 1632 stories sampled, The Sun
recorded the highest number of stories (441), closely followed by Daily Trust
(439), while The Punch accounted for 402 stories. With 350 stories, Nigerian
Tribune was the least with respect to the number of stories. The spread of conflict-
sensitive issues indicates that they are not a preserve of a particular newspaper
tradition or ideological stance, but they are an important part of news coverage
of the mainstream press in Nigeria.

Table 1
Distribution of conflict-related stories by newspapers

Newspaper Number of stories Percentage (%)
Daily Trust 439 26.9
The Punch 402 24.6
The Sun 441 27.0
Nigerian Tribune 350 21.5
Total 1,632 100.0

Source: Authors.

Yearly distribution of conflict-related stories
To further illustrate the dataset, Figure 1 shows the distribution of analysed
stories across the six years under review.
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Figure 1
Yearly distribution of conflict-related stories (2020-2025)
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Source: Authors.

From Figure 1, it can be seen that there was a gradual increase in conflict-
sensitive stories throughout the years, and the number of stories has been
continuouslyincreasing. Year 2025 recorded the highest number of stories featured
with 530 stories (32.5%), followed by year 2024 with 288 stories (17.6%), year
2023 with 265 stories (16.2%), year 2021 with 230 stories (13.7%), year 2022
with 223 stories (13.7%), while year 2020 had the least representation with 96
stories (5.9%). The number of stories remained low in 2020, but there was a
consistent increase in the following years, peaking in 2025 with almost a third
of the total number of stories in that year alone. This trend can be ascribed to the
escalation of conflict-related events like insecurity, insurgency, communal clashes,
socio-political tensions and rising media attention on these events in Nigeria.

Depth of coverage
Figure 2 presents the distribution of conflict-related stories by depth of
coverage.

Figure 2
Depth of coverage of Conflict-Sensitive Issues
Below Half Page
Half Page '
Above Half Page =
Full Page s
Above Full Page ___
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Source: Authors.
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From Figure 2, the majority of conflict-related reports were accorded
limited space, with below-half-page stories (766 stories, 46,9%) and half-
page stories (635 stories, 38,9%) jointly accounting for over 85% of all
coverage. In contrast, stories that received in-depth treatment, both full page
(86 stories, 5,3%) or above full page (70 stories, 4,3%), constituted less than
10% of the total reportage. This pattern suggests that while conflict-sensitive
issues are frequently reported, they are often treated in a routine, episodic and
compressed manner, rather than through extensive, analytical and investigative
reporting. From a conflict-sensitive journalism perspective, such shallow depth
limits contextualisation, reduces opportunities for peace-oriented narratives,
and may inadvertently reinforce surface-level interpretations of conflict
dynamics.

When it comes to the individual newspaper depth of coverage (as shown
in Table 2), Daily Trust is the only newspaper that provides relatively more
full-page and above full-page coverage. Newspapers, such as The Punch and
Nigerian Tribune, however, were more dependent on below half and half page
reports, suggesting a preference for short reporting on conflict. The Sun had
a mixed approach, but it emphasised the shorter formats. The differences
pointed towards editorial philosophy, geographical focus and institutional
history as influencing newspapers’ allocation of space on issues with conflict
sensitivity.

Table 2
Individual newspaper coverage depth
Above full| Above |Below half| Full | Half
Total
page half page page page | page
Daily
Trust 70 7 152 81 | 129 | 439
Nigerian
é\]:l;,g.s Tribune 0 50 156 0 144 | 350
The
Punch 0 0 180 0 222 | 402
The Sun 0 18 278 5 140 | 441
Total 70 75 766 86 635 | 1632

Source: Authors.

Thematic focus of coverage
Figure 3 shows the thematic distribution of conflict-sensitive stories across
the newspapers included in this study.

81




Abass Adeyinka Okandeji,
Emmanuel C. Ifeduba, Felix Olajide Talabi

Figure 3
Thematic focus of coverage
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As revealed in Figure 3, stories on communal conflicts dominate Nigerian
newspaper reportage, accounting for over half of all stories (828 stories, 50,7%).
Political conflicts also received substantial attention with 525 stories (32,1%),
followed by stories on economic conflicts with 130 stories (8%). Furthermore,
stories on religious conflicts were 103 (6,3%), while stories on ethnic conflicts
received the least representation with 46 stories (2,8%).

From this analysis, it can be deduced that the thematic focus and emphasis
of the stories were skewed, possibly to reflect editorial caution or strategic
avoidance of narratives that could inflame ethno-religious tensions. However,
this can imbalance risks obscuring the structural roots of conflict and
undermining holistic conflict-sensitive reporting.

On individual newspaper thematic focus as indicated in Table 3, The Punch
has the highest number of stories on communal conflicts (286 stories), followed
by The Sun with 275 stories, Daily Trust with 193 stories, while Nigerian Tribune
has the fewest stories on communal conflict with 74 stories. On economic
conflict, Daily Trust has the highest representation of stories with 62 stories,
followed by Nigerian Tribune with 42 stories, The Sun with 20 stories, while The
Punch has the least representation with 6 stories. On stories relating to ethnic
conflicts, Daily Trust has the highest representation with 18 stories, followed by
Nigerian Tribune with 16 stories, The Punch with 12 stories, while The Sun has
no story relating to ethnic conflict. On political conflict, Nigerian Tribune has
the highest representation with 202 stories, followed by Daily Trust with 154
stories, The Sun with 134 stories, while The Punch has the least with 35 stories.
On religious conflict, The Punch has the highest representation with 63 stories,
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followed by Nigerian Tribune with 16 stories, while Daily Trust and The Sun have
12 stories each.

Table 3
Newspapers’ thematic focus of coverage
Com- Economic | Ethnic | Political | Religious | Total
munal
Daily | 193 62 18 | 154 12 | 439
Trust
Nigerian
News- | Tribune 74 42 16 202 16 350
papers
The 1 »g6 6 12 35 63 402
Punch
The Sun 275 20 0 134 12 441
Total 828 130 46 525 103 1632

Source: Authors.

From the findings, it can be concluded that stories on ethnic conflicts were
the least represented among Nigerian newspapers, followed by stories on
religious conflicts and stories on economic conflicts. On the contrary, stories on
communal conflicts and political conflicts were mainly represented in Nigerian
newspapers. Also, it can be inferred that The Punch heavily emphasised stories
on communal conflicts, while Daily Trust displayed a more diversified thematic
spread, including stories on economic and political conflicts. The Sun showed
minimal engagement with ethnic conflict, which may reflect deliberate framing
choices.

Having examined the observable patterns of conflict-sensitive reporting
through the content analysis as presented in RO1, the RO2 of this study, through
a survey, examined how development communication and peacebuilding
experts perceived the development implications of these reporting patterns
in RO1. The finding starts by presenting the demographic variables of the
development communication and peacebuilding experts included in the final
sample of this study, then moves to the presentation of the descriptive statistics
(mean and standard deviation) of the experts’ responses to the questionnaire
items before presenting the correlation analysis of the experts’ responses on
the coverage pattern examined in RO1 and perceived development implications
in Nigeria.
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RO2: To examine the perceptions of development communication and
peacebuilding experts on the development implications of conflict-sensitivity
coverage patterns observed in Nigerian newspaper reports.

Objective two examines how patterns of conflict-sensitive reporting in
Nigerian newspapers are perceived to influence key development indicators,
including investment, employment, governance, social cohesion, education,
health, and poverty reduction. The objective was measured using thirteen items
on a five-point Likert scale administered to the respondents, and correlation
analysis was done to examine the specific relationship between coverage pattern
and perceived development implications.

As revealed in Table 4, there were more male respondents (67,3%) than
female respondents (32,7%). As for age, most of the respondents are in the age
bracket of 46 to 55 years, followed by 36 to 45 years, and the least of them are
in the age bracket of 18-25 years. The majority (67,2%) are in the age group 36-
55 years, suggesting that most of the respondents have already had extensive
experience as professional reporters in conflict situations, as media practitioners
or as peace and development workers of interest to this study. The low number
of respondents below age 26 is relatively small (0.9%), meaning the results are
based mainly on the views of experts and practitioners and not entry-level.

Professionally, the sample showed 68,1% being development communication
experts, 24,8% being peace and conflict actors, and 7,1% being peace and conflict
scholars. This type of composition is methodologically suitable for the study due
to its conflict-sensitive reporting and development implications. Practitioners have
been predominant, which makes the results more practically relevant, and scholars
have also been included, which brings the analysis and theory to a higher level.

When asked about years of professional practice, a substantial percentage
of people have more than 5 years’ experience (80,5%), and almost a fourth
(24,8%) have practised for 11-15 years. This distribution of the respondents
shows that they are knowledgeable and experienced, as their assessments of
practices in the Nigerian newspapers in conflict-sensitive reporting would be
more credible and reliable.

Looking at the educational profile of the respondents, the majority have
a postgraduate degree, with 46,9% having a Master’s degree and 23,9%
having a PhD. More than 70% of respondents have received higher education,
enabling them to have a critical awareness of media framing, neutrality,
social responsibility and development issues. There is also diversification in
respondents’ professional backgrounds and perspectives through the presence
of respondents with HND and Bachelor’s degrees.
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Table 4
Demographic characteristics of survey respondents (N=113)

Variable Gategory Freduency | Percentage
Gender Male 76 67.3
Female 37 32.7
Total 113 100
Age (years) 18-25 1 0.9
26-35 34 30.1
36-45 37 32.7
46-55 39 34.5
56 and above 2 1.8
Total 113 100
Profession Development communication 77 68.1
expert
Peace and conflict actor 28 24.8
Peace and conflict scholar 8 7.1
Total 113 100
Years of
professional Less than 5 years 22 19.5
practice
5-10 years 33 29.2
11-15 years 28 24.8
16-20 years 21 18.6
Above 20 years 9 8.0
Total 113 100
Highest academic HND 14 12.4
qualification
BSc/BA 19 16.8
MSc/MA 53 46.9
PhD 27 23.9
Total 113 100

Source: Authors.

The descriptive findings in Table 5 showed that the overall attitude of
respondents was cautious and sceptical about the positive developmental
implications of conflict-sensitive reporting in the Nigerian newspapers.
With economic development, the majority of the respondents disagreed that
newspaper reporting on conflict issues attracts foreign investments in Nigeria.
In particular, 65,5% strongly disagreed or disagreed with this statement
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and had a low mean score of 2.29. This means it is generally believed to be
a negative catalyst for foreign investment, perhaps because of the focus on
violence, instability and insecurity in the reporting of the conflict. The attitudes
towards conflict reporting’s effects on an enhanced standard of living were
largely negative, too. A majority of the respondents (over 5% with a low mean of
2.42) disagreed that newspaper coverage of conflicts helps in the realisation of
decent living standards. The finding points to a strong doubt that, in the form it
currently takes, conflict-sensitive journalism can lead to real-life enhancements
of citizens’ welfare.

However, indirect economic effects were acknowledged by respondents. The
majority (58,4%) agreed that newspaper coverage has an impact on the employment
opportunities of the people (Mean=3.24), while 45,2% agreed that conflict
reporting affects the GDP of Nigeria (Mean=3.10). The responses point to the fact
that conflict reporting does not per se have a positive impact on development, but
the consequences of conflict are considered to have a strong economic dimension,
in terms of labour market impacts and overall economic performance.

In the political and governance domain, respondents’ perceptions were
mixed. Over 61% of respondents agreed that conflict-sensitive reporting has
implications for smooth electioneering in Nigeria (Mean=3.39), highlighting the
media’s agenda-setting and framing power during electoral periods. However,
a strong majority disagreed that newspaper reports on conflict reduce tension
against the government (69,9%; Mean=2.33) or enhance trust in government
policies and programmes (68,1%; Mean=2.26). These findings suggest that
conflict reporting may heighten political awareness without necessarily fostering
political legitimacy or trust.

With respect to social development indicators, the results showed that
most respondents disagreed that conflict reporting enhances smooth academic
activities (71,7%; Mean=2.19) or reduces the destruction of healthcare facilities
(54,9%; Mean=2.57). Similarly, perceptions were negative regarding the role
of conflict reporting in reducing out-of-school children (Mean=2.53) and
eradicating poverty (Mean=2.68). These outcomes imply that conflict-sensitive
reporting is viewed as insufficiently aligned with social development priorities.

Nonetheless, respondentsshowed moderate agreement thatconflictreporting
contributes to social cohesion-related outcomes. Nearly one-third agreed that
conflict-sensitive reports prevent ethnic tension and rivalry (Mean=2.50) and
prevent disunity across social groups (Mean=2.77), although disagreement
still outweighed agreement. This reflects cautious optimism about the media’s
potential role in social integration, as it is currently practised.

86



Conflict-sensitive journalism and development implications:
Evidence from Nigerian newspaper practices

Table 5
Experts’ view on perceived developmental implications
of conflict-sensitive reporting
SD D Nn A SA
Items n (%) |n (%)| (%) n(%)H(%)Mean SD
Newspaper coverage of conflict 31 43 18 1
. . 7 4
issues encourages foreign 2.29(1.131
investments in Nigeria (27.4)((38.1)((15.9)((15.0)| (3.5)
Newspaper coverage of conflict
issues has a direct impact 14 16 17 61 5 3.94 |1.144
on employment opportunities |(12.4)[(14.2)((15.0)((54.0)| (4.4) | = ‘
for Nigerians
Conflict reports in Nigerian 12 24 2 43 3
newspapers influence 3.10|1.141
the country’s GDP (10.6)|(21.2)((23.0)|(38.1)| (7.1)
Nigerian newspaper coverage 27 39 21 24 9
of conflicts contributes 2.42(1.124
to a decent standard of living (23.9)/(34.5)|(18.6)|(21.2)| (1.8)
Conflict-sensitive reports
RO 9 19 16 57 12
have implications for smooth 3.39(1.129
electioneering (8.0) [(16.8)((14.2)|(50.4)|(10.6)
Newspaper reports on the 23
. . . 56 13 16 5
conflict reduce tension against 2.33(1.089
the government (20.4)((49.6)|(11.5)|(14.2)| (4.9)
Conflict reports enhance trust in
. . 28 49 19 13 4
government policies 2.26(1.067
and programmes (24.8)((43.4)|(16.8)|(11.5)| (3.5)
Newspaper coverage of conflicts
. 19 43 25 20 6
reduces the destruction 2.57(1.125
of healthcare facilities (16.8)((38.1))(22.1)|(17.7)| (5.3)
Conflict reports enhance smooth
. o 28 53 16 15 1
academic activities across 2.19 10.987
the country (24.8)((46.9)|(14.2)((13.3)| (0.9)
Newspaper reports raise
awareness about education 30 33 14 32 4 2.53 11.254
and reduce the number (26.5)|(29.2)((12.4)|(28.3)| (3.5) | ™ )
of out-of-school children
Conflict-sensitive reports play 29 27 15 35 7 26811.318
arole in poverty eradication  [(25.7)[(23.9)[(13.3)[(31.0)| (6.2) | ™ )
Newspaper reports prevent 28 38 12 33 2 2.50 [1.204
ethnic tension and rivalry (24.8)((33.6)((10.6)|(29.2)| (1.8) | ™ )
Conflict-sensitive reports prevent| 20 33 18 37 5 2.7711.210
disunity among social groups [(17.7)[(29.2)|(15.9)((32.7)| 4.4) | ™ )

Source: Authors.
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Correlation analysis: Conflict-sensitivity patterns and developmentimplications

To further contextualise RO2, PPMC (Pearson Product-Moment Correlation)
was conducted to examine the relationship between coverage pattern and
development implications as perceived by development communication and
peacebuilding experts (Table 6).

Table 6
Correlation between conflict-sensitivity coverage pattern
and development implications

Development
Pearson correlation .007
Coverage pattern Sig. (2-tailed) .939
N 113

*, Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
**_ Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

From Table 6, the result of the correlation test revealed that the relationship
between coverage pattern and development implications was weak and
statistically insignificant (r = .007, p = .939). This suggests that the frequency,
prominence, or regularity of conflict reporting alone in Nigerian newspapers
does not meaningfully influence development implications. In other words,
although newspapers devoted considerable attention to conflict reporting, the
absence of a statistically significant relationship suggests that the developmental
implications of conflict reporting depend less on the quantity of coverage than
on the quality, contextualisation, and ethical orientation of reporting. From
the perspective of Framing Theory, this finding indicates that the interpretive
frames through which conflicts are presented are likely to exert greater influence
on perceived development implications than mere frequency or prominence
of coverage. Similarly, Social Responsibility Theory suggests that responsible
journalism derives its developmental value from balanced sourcing, contextual
reporting, and constructive framing rather than from extensive coverage alone.

Table 6 shows that the result of the correlation test on the relationship between
coverage pattern and development implications yielded a weak and statistically
insignificant correlation (r = .007, p = .939). This implies that the frequency,
salience or regularity of conflict reporting in Nigerian newspapers does not
make any meaningful impact on development implications. Moreover, even if
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newspapers paid attention to conflict reporting, it appears there is no statistical
relationship between the amount of conflict coverage and the developmental
implications of the coverage. This means that the latter is less dependent on
the number of stories being published but more on the quality of the story, its
contextualisation, and its ethical orientation. This finding, from the standpoint
of Framing Theory, suggests that the frames used to present conflicts will have a
greater effect on the perceived implications for development than the frequency
or salience of coverage. Buttressing this perspective, Social Responsibility
Theory posits that responsible journalism derives its developmental values
when it focuses on balanced sourcing, contextual reporting and constructive
framing, not the amount of coverage.

Discussion

This study examined conflict sensitivity in Nigerian newspaper reports
published between 2020 and 2025 and explored the perceptions of development
communication and peacebuilding experts regarding its development
implications. The content analysis part included 1,632 stories drawn from four
national dailies: The Punch, Nigerian Tribune, The Sun, and Daily Trust. On
the first objective, which sought to identify the pattern of coverage of conflict-
sensitive issues in Nigerian newspaper reports, the distribution of conflict-
related stories indicates that all four newspapers, The Punch, Nigerian Tribune,
The Sun, and Daily Trust, engaged substantially with conflict reporting, with The
Sun and Daily Trust recording the highest number of stories. This reflects the
recognition of conflict as a central societal issue demanding media attention.
However, the disproportionate coverage across thematic areas, particularly
the dominance of communal (50,7%) and political conflicts (32,1%), suggests
selective framing that prioritises high-visibility and politically salient conflicts
over less sensational but structurally significant issues such as ethnic and
economic conflicts. Theoretically, this disproportionate coverage only further
validates the propositions of Framing Theory, that journalists’ coverage creates
a public frame of reference in which they emphasise some aspects of reality over
others (Entman, 1993). The heavy emphasis on communal and political conflicts
seems to mean that editorial priorities tend to favour events that are of high
visibility and, potentially, political significance, thus shaping the nature, causes
and urgency that audiences associate with conflicts in Nigeria. Consequently,
less visible but equally important dimensions, such as economic and structural
conflicts, receive comparatively limited public attention despite their long-
term developmental significance. Empirically, this observation resonates with
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Abimbola (2023), Adamu (2024) and Oyegoke, Ojewumi and Ifeduba (2025),
who emphasised that Nigerian newspapers often adopt episodic and elite-driven
framing that neglects the historical and structural causes of conflict.

The depth of coverage further highlights a critical challenge for conflict-
sensitive journalism in Nigeria. Less than 10% of stories received full-page or
above full-page treatment, with the majority of reports confined to below half-
page or half-page formats. This shallow reporting pattern limits the capacity
of newspapers to provide contextual analysis, explore structural drivers, or
foreground peacebuilding and developmental initiatives. From the perspective
of the Social Responsibility Theory, this practice falls short of the media’s
ethical obligation to present comprehensive, balanced, and socially responsible
reporting that fosters informed public discourse and societal cohesion.
Empirically, the findings align with Egielewa (2023) and Ekeanyanwu and Obia
(2018), who noted that limited newsroom resources, editorial constraints, and
the absence of institutionalised conflict-sensitive frameworks often result in
superficial reportage.

On objective two, survey data from 113 experts illuminate the perceptions
of development communication and peacebuilding experts on the perceived
implications of the reporting patterns on development. Respondents largely
agreed that conflict-insensitive reporting contributes to social fragmentation,
reduced public trust, and the entrenchment of stereotypes, while conflict-
sensitive journalism enhances peacebuilding, civic engagement, and sustainable
development. Generally, on the relationship between coverage pattern
and development outcomes, the findings revealed a weak and statistically
insignificant correlation (r = .007, p = .939). The lack of a statistically significant
relationship implies that the developmental impact of conflict reporting is not
necessarily tied to the amount of coverage or the salience of coverage. Instead,
the results show that reporting quality (including the framing, contextualisation,
balance and application of conflict-sensitive journalism principles) is more
likely to influence perceptions of peacebuilding and development. This
interpretation is consistent with the Framing Theory and Social Responsibility
Theory in that the developmental value of journalism is not so much about
the amount of coverage, but how the conflicts are framed, interpreted, and
communicated to the public. Empirically, these findings are consistent with the
arguments of Ciftcioglu (2017), Howard (2014), and Rashid (2020), who assert
that ethically framed journalism can mediate the negative effects of conflict,
foster reconciliation, and create conditions conducive to economic and social
progress.
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The study also found that media could be a potential instigator of tension
and a facilitator of media development. The newspapers with their sensational
headlines, episodic reporting and one-sided sourcing had inadvertently served to
articulate ethno-religious divisions and political polarisation. In contrast, those
newspapers that used a more varied thematic layout, placed stories within their
context and balanced sources showed more potential to positively shape the
public understanding. The duality seems to echo Galtung’s (1998) distinction
between war journalism and peace journalism, and how the means of reporting
either exacerbate or facilitate the peace process. The findings of the study reveal
the normative call upon Nigerian media to reconcile the commercial motives
with ethical responsibilities to society, especially in the face of a fragile socio-
political environment in line with the tenets of Social Responsibility Theory.

Essentially, the study points to the strategic role of conflict-sensitive
journalism as a development communication tool, in addition to its ability to
either fuel or defuse conflicts. The newspapers that applied the balanced sourcing
approach, contextual reporting and peace-oriented framing were perceived
as more capable of fostering informed and responsible public discourse,
enhancing social cohesion and peacebuilding. In contrast, sensationalism,
one-sided sourcing and episodic reporting were perceived as constraining the
developmental role of the media by reinforcing stereotypes and the divisions in
society. The findings thus reaffirm the ethical norm that Nigerian newspapers
should strive to fulfil their ethical mandate of promoting peace, good governance
and national development in an environment of conflict while attending to their
business side.

Conclusion and recommendations

This study examined conflict-sensitive journalism in Nigerian newspapers
and explored its perceived development implications through a combination
of content analysis and expert assessments. The findings highlight that while
conflict gets much of the attention in the Nigerian media, the developmental
nature of newspaper reporting is not necessarily linked to the quantity of news
coverage, but rather to the quality of reporting, how the story is contextualised,
balanced, ethically framed, and imbued with peacebuilding orientations.
As revealed, communal and political conflicts dominate the news, and most
reporting is apparently shallow, indicating that Nigerian newspapers continue
to use episodic and event-driven news reporting, which hampers their ability
to provide significant support to peace building and national development.
Also, from the assessment of development communication and peacebuilding
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experts, it was revealed that conflict-sensitive reporting with balanced sourcing,
contextualization, and development-oriented framing has more potential to
foster social cohesion, enhance public trust, aid reconciliation and inclusive
development than conflict-insensitive reporting.

Beyond empirical results, the study adds to the body of literature on conflict-
sensitive journalism by bringing together systematic newspaper content analysis
and the views of Development Communication and Peacebuilding experts.
This approach allows for a more holistic and thorough understanding of the
development implications of conflict reporting than studies that only analyse
media content or journalists’ practices. The findings further highlight the
complementary relevance of the Framing Theory and the Social Responsibility
Theory. It shows that the framing of a newspaper story has an impact on the
public perception of a conflict, while the Social Responsibility Theory suggests
that the framing of a story determines if it helps or hinders peacebuilding and
development processes. In general, the study suggests that conflict-sensitive
journalism should be seen as not only an ethical duty of the press but also as
an effective development communication tool that can help to create dialogue,
reconciliation, democratic accountability and sustainable national development.

Premised on these findings, the following recommendations are made.
First, newspaper organisations should have dedicated desks for conflict and
peace journalism and institute principles of conflict-sensitive reporting as part
of their editorial policies to foster uniformity in conflict-related reporting.
Second, there should be continuous professional development programmes
for journalists to enhance their capacities in conflict-sensitive journalism,
development communication, ethical reporting and analysis of conflicts
in the context of national development. Third, newspapers need to extend
the scope of their reporting on conflict by increasing the attention given to
underreported conflicts, especially those of an ethnic, economic and structural
nature, as well as providing more in-depth analysis of the root causes, impacts
and options for conflict peacebuilding. Fourth, the professional and regulatory
institutions, such as the Nigerian Press Council and professional associations of
journalists, should improve the ethical code of conduct for reporting conflicts;
foster editorial independence and reinforce adherence to standards of conflict-
sensitive journalism. Last, there is a need to further strengthen the role of
media in sustainable national development and peacebuilding by fostering
greater synergies among media organisations, civil society organisations,
peacebuilding institutions and development communication practitioners.
This will, subsequently, foster media literacy among the people, build public

92



Conflict-sensitive journalism and development implications:
Evidence from Nigerian newspaper practices

resilience against divisive narratives, and strengthen the media’s contribution
to national development and peacebuilding.

References

Abdulwahab, T. B., & Adisa, R. M. (2023). Comparative analysis of newspaper
framing: Exploring the dichotomy of war and peace journalism in the herders-
farmers crisis in Nigeria. NOUN International Journal of Peace Studies and Conflict
Resolution, 3(2), pp. 185-199.

Abimbola, O. T. (2023). Conflict-sensitive reporting of transhumance in the
media in contemporary times. International Journal of Management, Social Sciences,
Peace and Conflict Studies (IJMSSPCS), 6(2), pp. 459-466.

Abuiyada, R. (2018). Traditional development theories have failed to address
the needs of the majority of people at the grassroots levels with reference to GAD.
International Journal of Business and Social Science, 9(9), pp. 115-119. DOI:
10.30845 /ijbss.v9n9p12

Adamu, K. (2024). Religious conflicts in Nigeria: Media framing and its
implications. Journal of Conflict Resolution, 17(2), pp. 60-75.

Adamu, T. (2022). Examining the role of media in escalating and mitigating
conflict. International Journal of Media and Conflict Studies, 19(2), pp. 56-74.

Adegbami, A., & Adeoye, J. O. (2021). Violent conflict and national development
in Nigeria. Hatfield Graduate Journal of Public Affairs, 5(1), pp. 1-22. DOI:
10.15760,/hgjpa.2021.5.1.9

Aleyomi, T. P. (2022). Conflict and peace reportage in Nigeria newspaper:
A reappraisal of Punch and Daily Trust newspapers (January-July, 2019). Journal of
Social Science, 3(6), pp. 2307-2317.

Aliyu, M., & Haruna, I. (2021). Media and conflict in Nigeria: An analysis of the
role of journalism in peacebuilding. African Journal of Media and Communication
Studies, 9(1), pp. 32-48. DOI: 10.4314/ajmcs.v9il.4

Altschull, H. J. (1995). Agents of Power: The Media and Public Policy. Longman.

Bertrand, C. J. (2003). Media Ethics and Accountability Systems. Transaction
Publishers.

Christians, C. G., Glasser, T., McQuail, D., Nordenstreng, K., & White, R. A.
(2009). Normative Theories of the Media: Journalism in Democratic Societies.
University of Illinois Press.

De Michelis, S. (2018). Peace journalism in theory and practice. E-International
Relations. URL: https://www.e-ir.info/2018/12/23/peace-journalism-in-theory-
and-practice/

Deutsch, M., & Coleman, P. T. (2021). The Handbook of Conflict Resolution:
Theory and Practice. 4™ ed. Wiley.

93



Abass Adeyinka Okandeji,
Emmanuel C. Ifeduba, Felix Olajide Talabi

Du Toit, P. (2019). Handbook: A conflict-Sensitive Approach to Reporting on
Conflict and Violent Extremism. European Union and Internews.

Dunaway, J., & Baumgartner, F. R. (2020). Agendas and the scope of conflict:
How social media shapes the conversation about police violence against civilians in
the United States. Social Media + Society, 6(1).

Dunu, I. V., Udeze, S. E., & Ohia, N. C. (2018). Media and conflict management
in Nigeria: The role of communication in resolving the Niger Delta crisis. African
Journal of Political Science and International Relations, 12(3), pp. 33-44. DOIL:
10.5897/AJPSIR2018.1050

Dunu, I. V., Ugbo, G. C., & Bebenimibo, R. O. (2018). Conflict-sensitive
journalism and intercultural dialogue as a bridge to inter-ethnic conflicts in Nigeria.
International Journal of International Relations, Media and Mass Communication
Studies, 4(3), pp. 8-25.

Dunu, I. V., Ugbo, G. C., & Bebenimibo, R. O. (2018). Ethnic conflicts and
the Nigerian media: The challenges of reporting in a multi-ethnic society.
International Journal of Communication and Media Studies, 10(3), pp. 45-63. DOI:
10.1080/09766634.2018.1464712

Ebhodaghe, A. 1. (2023). Grassroots peace-building in post-conflict societies.
Noun International Journal of Peace Studies and Conflict Resolution, 3(2), pp.
240-250.

Edet, A. O., Benson, U. R., & Williams, R. E. (2017). Principal conflict resolution
strategies and teachers’ job effectiveness in public secondary schools in Akwa
Ibom State, Nigeria. Journal of Educational and Social Research, 7(2).

Egielewa, P. E. (2023). Conflict-sensitive reporting in the Nigerian print media.
Globethics Peace & Justice Series. Globethics Publications.

Ekeanyanwu, N. T., & Obia, A. A. (2018). Conflict-sensitive reporting and media
interventions in Nigeria: A case study of the herder-farmer crisis. Journal of Media
Ethics, 33(2), pp. 89-103. DOI: 10.1080,/23736992.2018.1487521

Emoghene, A. K., & Okolie, U. C. (2020). Ethnicity, religion, politics and the
challenges of national development in Nigeria. Journal of Public Administration,
Finance and Law, 18, pp. 26-36.

Fu, J. S., Shumate, M., & Contractor, N. (2020). Organisational and individual
innovation decisions in an interorganizational system: Social influence and decision-
making authority. Journal of Communication, 70(4), pp. 497-521.

Galtung, J. (1969). Violence, peace and peace research. Journal of Peace
Research, 6, pp. 167-191.

Galtung, J. (1998). Peace by Peaceful Means: The New Approaches to Violent
Conflicts. Sage Publications.

94



Conflict-sensitive journalism and development implications:
Evidence from Nigerian newspaper practices

Gever, C., Talabi, F. O., Anibueze, A., Opara, C., & Ugwuoke, J. (2021). Effect
of small group communication counselling intervention strategy on knowledge and
intention towards painting among internally displaced persons of the farmers/
herdsmen conflict in Benue State, Nigeria. Journal of Refugee Studies, 34(4),
pp. 4322-4335.

Hanitzsch, T., Kiihne, F., & Liibbe, M. (2018). The impact of social media on
journalistic practices: A review of the literature. Journal of Media Business Studies,
13(3), pp. 251-266.

Hassan, J. T., Baba, D., Ibrahim, A. A., & Jemimah Deynum Elisha, J. D. (2023).
Journalism and social-political conflict in contemporary society. Journal of Media,
Culture and Communication, 4, pp. 37-49. DOI: 10.55529/jmcc.41.37.49

Hussain, S., Siraj, S. A., & Mahmood, T. (2021). Evaluating war and peace
potential of Pakistani news media: Advancing a peace journalism model. Information
Development, 37, pp. 105-121.

Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. (2020). Global Report on Internal
Sisplacement. IDMC.

Internally Displaced Monitoring Centre. (2020). Nigeria: Country information.
URL: https://www.internal-displacement.org/countries/nigeria

Igbal, M., & Hussain, S. (2017). Conflict and peace journalism: Role of media in
Pakistan. Strategic Studies, 37, pp. 90-108.

Jamil, S., & Appiah-Adjei, G. (2023). “Let’s draw a line between dos and don’ts”:
Pakistani journalists’ perspectives about the ethics of conflict-sensitive reporting.
Journalism and Media, 4(1), pp. 177-196. DOI: 10.3390/journalmedia4010013

Litwinski, M. (2017). The evolution of the idea of socio-economic development.
Ekonomia i Prawo. Economics and Law, 16(4), pp. 449-458. DOI: 10.12775/
EiP.2017.031

Makwambeni, B., & Matsilele, T. (2024). South African media’s framing of the
terrorist insurgency in Mozambique. World of Media. Journal of Russian Media and
Journalism Studies, 1, pp. 50-74. DOI: 10.30547 /worldofmedia.1.2024.3

McCombs, M. (2004). Setting the Agenda. Polity.

McQuail, D. (2010). McQuail’s Mass Communication Theory. 6% ed. SAGE
Publications.

Ndinojuo, B-C. E., & Ikems, K. C. (2023). Visualizing environmental reporting
in Nigerian newspapers. World of Media. Journal of Russian Media and Journalism
Studies, 4, pp. 91-116. DOI: 10.30547 /worldofmedia.4.2023.5

Ngige, C. V., Badekale, A. F., & Hammanjoda, I. (2016). The media’s role in
conflict prevention in a multicultural environment. Journal of Good Governance and
Sustainable Development in Africa, 3(2), pp. 8-17.

95



Abass Adeyinka Okandeji,
Emmanuel C. Ifeduba, Felix Olajide Talabi

Nordenstreng, K. (1997). Beyond the Four Theories of the Press. In J. Servaes &
R. Carpentier (eds.), Towards a Communication Theory for the 21 Century. Hampton
Press.

Nwosu, C. O., & Orji, R. 0. (2023). Contributions of tertiary educational
institutions to peacebuilding in Borno State, Nigeria. NOUN International Journal of
Peace Studies  and Conflict Resolution, 3(2), pp. 159-171.

Oghuvbu, E. A. (2021). Political corruption and economic development in
Nigeria. Journal of Public Administration, Finance and Law, 20, pp. 249-281. DOL:
10.47743 /jopafl-2021-20-16

Okolo, P. O. (2023). Rural local government as a tool for socio-economic
development and peacebuilding in Nigeria. NOUN International Journal of Peace
Studies and Conflict Resolution, 3(2), pp. 83-95.

Okolo, P. O., & Rufus, A. (2019). Development crisis and peasants’ survival
mechanism in the Niger Delta: The effects of illegal oil bunkering. African conflict
profile. Journal of the Centre for Conflict and Gender Studies (CCGS), 3(2), pp. 19-30.

Oyegoke, N. A., Ojewumi, O., & Ifeduba, E. (2025). Reporting corruption in
Nigerian newspapers: A mixed-methods evaluation of themes, ownership and
challenges. African Journal of Social and Behavioural Sciences, 15(3). URL: https://
journals.aphriapub.com/index.php/AJSBS/article /view/3148

Reese, S. D. (2007). The framing project: A bridging model for media research
revisited. Journal of Communication, 57, pp. 148-154.

Scheufele, D. A., & Tewksbury, D. (2007). Framing, agenda setting, and priming:
The evolution of three media effects models. Journal of Communication, 57,
pp. 9-20.

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2020). Global Displacement
Report. UNHCR.

96



