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Abstract  

 

This study investigates the relationship between cultural identity and academic stress coping strategies of African students 

studying in Nigerian institutions (a case of university of Lagos). The study employed a qualitative grounded theory 

methodology using semi-structured interviews with twenty students from varied ethnic backgrounds. The findings 

indicated that cultural identity was a potent psychological resource that increases motivation, resilience, and the generation 

of meaning in challenging academic environments. Also, it revealed that informal communal networks such as peer groups, 

ethnic student associations and religious communities were a critical source of emotional and academic support, often 

filling the void left by underused campus mental health resources. Furthermore, spirituality, in particular, became an 

important resource for coping as it provided a re-conceptualisation for Hausa and minority ethnic students. Moreover, the 

most noteworthy finding of the study was that the students from an ethnic majority reported significantly greater communal 

coping resources than their minority peers, thanks to the differences in support systems available. These findings emphasize 

the importance of culturally appropriate treatments and call for identity-based, community and spiritual coping 

mechanisms to be integrated into student support frameworks. By integrating coping and culture within a culturally 

ingrained process, the study contributes to the understanding of the literature. It also offers practical recommendations for 

the development of culturally sensitive mental health policy in Nigerian colleges. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Background  

Although academical stress is a common 

phenomenon in higher education, the factors leading to 

stress and coping mechanisms differ significantly across 

institutional, cultural, and psychological settings. 

Students of African institutions such as Nigeria face 

various pressures, including societal expectations, 

budgetary constraints, academic overload, and 

infrastructural challenges. Without proper 

management, these pressures can negatively impact 

mental health and academic performance. The 

prevalence of anxiety, worry, and depressive symptoms 

among college students is notably higher than that of the 

general population and a similar conclusion holds true 

for a variety of ethnic groups (Stallman, 2010). 

According to Wilson et al., (2008), African students 

experience stress differently though, since culture 

strongly affects the perception of stress and the way that 

coping strategies are employed. The author also observed 

that African descendant populace often uses spiritual 

and communal frames for overcoming adversity. Unlike 

the individualistic coping strategies often emphasized in 

western psychological frameworks, these frameworks 

are rooted in communalism, interconnectivity, and 

ancestral wisdom (Utsey et al., 2002). For many African 

students, especially those of the Nigerian community 

who hail from a traditionally community-oriented 

culture, hoarding these hardships as mere coping 

mechanisms is not individualistic, it is reliant on the 

support network they have to rely on shared identities. 

 

Moreover, Africans’ stress is not just a 

psychological anchor but it is a cultural identity and a 

mediating process. According to Brondolo et al., (2009) 

ethnic identity can act as a risk factor as well as a buffer 

in responding to stress. On the one hand, strong cultural 

bonds can help build resilience, providing a sense of 

purpose and something to be proud of that offsets 

alienation. Alternatively, it can increase awareness about 

discrimination or structural inequities, and it might then 
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increase sensitivity to environmental stressors (Sellers & 

Shelton, 2003). Minority stress, or the chronic stress 

experienced by individuals with marginalized identities, 

complicates this dual job even further. Minority stress 

can negatively impact both academic achievement and 

emotional well-being (Smedley, Myers, & Harrell, 

1993). In addition, studies like the one by Zaff et al., 

(2002) revealed that people's internalization of their 

ethnic identity, or the externalization of it, affects how 

well people would cope with communities of African 

descent. Moreover, adolescents and young adults with 

greater ethnic identity salience tend to develop stronger 

coping methods based on cultural expression and peer 

support. This is particularly relevant in the context of 

Nigerian universities, where informal communal 

networks based on shared language, ethnicity, or religion 

frequently substitute for formal institutional support 

systems. These peer relationships function similarly to 

the ethnically based peer relationships that have been 

linked with greater academic motivation and emotional 

regulation among African American adolescents in U.S. 

contexts (Miller et al., 2022). 

 

Academic stress is a universal experience, but 

the African context— Nigerian universities in 

particular—provides a unique case where cultural 

identity plays an integral role within the social life of 

students. Cultural rituals, proverbs, storytelling, religious 

fellowship, and social solidarity are also coping 

mechanisms that are embedded in daily life in addition 

to being ancient customs. The Africentric worldview 

articulated by authors such as Kambon (1992) and 

Nobles (1998), asserts that well-being is defined by such 

principles as harmony, survival of community members, 

and spiritual balance, the effort and application of which 

are still evidenced by the successful resiliency of African 

students in the face of hardship. It is impossible to fully 

understand academic stress among African students in 

Nigeria without recognizing the cultural prism through 

which stress is experienced and managed. Coping 

techniques adopted are strongly linked with ethnic 

identity and community standards, and thus it will be 

important to examine the manner in which such cultural 

constructions promote resilience in Nigerian colleges. 

 

1.2 Rationale for the Study  

Academic stress is ubiquitous in higher 

education, and the bulk of existing literature and 

therapeutic strategies in this area is based on Western-

centric paradigms, which may not accurately reflect the 

experiences of African students within educational 

contexts located in Africa. In many African societies, 

there is a collectivist orientation that may not align with 

theories and models developed in the United States or 

Europe, which often emphasize individualistic coping 

methods such as cognitive reframing, individual 

autonomy, or psychological counseling (Utsey et al., 

2002; Wilson et al., 2008). This leaves a major gap in the 

literature, given that students in Nigerian colleges have 

to navigate meaning-making, support and adaptation 

across culturally disparate systems. The significance of 

ethnic and cultural identity in understanding the 

interpretation and management of stress is increasingly 

recognized. Miller et al., (2022) claimed that cultural 

identity was interpreted through the sociocultural context 

and intersect with perceived discrimination, social 

support and institutional belonging which may act as a 

protective factor, yet also be a risk factor. In African 

contexts, ethnic identification is often the basis for 

prevailing means of coping through peer networks and 

ingrained communal principles. Local research focusing 

on the effect of cultural identity on stress response is 

lacking especially in the context of Nigeria's university 

system where ethnic and linguistic diversity exist with 

other challenges such as academic and infrastructural. 

 

In addition, there are few studies that focus 

directly on how culturally embedded coping mechanisms 

are mobilized and/or how they compare to formal 

institutional services, despite mounting attention to 

mental ill health among African college students. For 

instance, Wilson et al., (2008) found collective coping to 

have a strong association with greater life satisfaction 

and optimism according to African American college 

students, which could indicate a similar pattern among 

college students of Africans descent within their 

respective home countries. But these are theoretical, 

with no real research for African university context. 

Without this context-specific data, interventions run the 

risk of being mismatched with students' actual coping 

mechanisms and the cultural values that shape their 

lives. 

 

Moreover, current intercontinental studies have 

also reinforced the role of ethnic identity salience in 

reducing psychological distress, especially in 

marginalized groups (Smedley, Myers, & Harrell, 1993; 

Brondolo et al., 2009). But such studies often center 

African diaspora students within predominantly white 

institutions (PWIs), where being in the minority creates 

more urgency around identity. Alternatively, separate 

studies are required to explore the dynamics of ethnic 

identity in a multicultural African context, such as that of 

Nigeria, where students do not belong to a racial 

minority, yet navigate complex interethnic relationships. 

Zaff et al., (2002) argue that due to the strong influence 

of cultural, developmental, and environmental factors 

on outcomes, ethnic identification and coping strategies 

must be considered in terms of within-group variation. 

Based on this, this study examines the utilization of 

cultural identity and social support networks as coping 

strategies among students in University of Lagos in 

response to academic stress. Situating coping practices in 

a culturally sensitive context fills a large gap in 

knowledge, making this research both necessary and 

relevant. Moreover, it seeks to model a culturally based 

approach to mental health and well-being that reflects 

African lived experiences and worldviews (Nobles, 

1998; Constantine et al., 2006). Thus, this study 

(Nigerian context) adds to the global knowledge on the 
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impact of ethnic identity and stress on students while 

further illuminating local policies on students’ mental 

health and academic resilience against stress seeking 

framework that will aid in the successful establishment 

of effective regional approaches to enhancing students’ 

mental health and academic resilience. 

 

1.3 Objectives 

The main aim of the study is to examine the 

utilization of cultural identity and social support 

networks as coping strategies among students in 

University of Lagos in response to academic stress. 

Specifically, the objectives of the study are to: 

1. identify the major causes of academic stress 

among University of Lagos students 

2. ascertain the influence of ethnic and cultural 

identity on coping behaviors. 

3. evaluate the role of informal social support 

systems in managing stress in the classroom. 

4. compare the effectiveness of institutional and 

cultural coping strategies. 

 

1.4 Research Questions 

The following research questions guide the study: 

1. What contributes to academic stress among 

University of Lagos African students? 

2. How do students' coping strategies vary based 

on cultural identity? 

3. How do ethnic and community networks help 

to alleviate academic stress among students? 

4. Are ingrained coping mechanisms that are part 

of a culture more effective than a formal 

institutional supports? 

 

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Theoretical Framework  

A paradigm that combines the social and 

psychological dimensions of adaptation is needed to 

understand how cultural identity helps alleviate 

academic stress. At the heart of this research is Social 

Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), which argues 

that a large part of individuals’ self-concept stems from 

group memberships such as ethnicity or nationality. 

These associations affect behavior and perception and 

interaction when individuals are compelled to respond 

to external pressures. Within colleges in Nigeria, 

characterized by ethnic interactions and institutional 

limitations, students predominantly base their identity on 

association with a cultural or ethnic group and this plays 

a role in the strategies they use to cope. Moreover, the 

Transactional Model of Stress and Coping by Lazarus 

and Folkman (1984) is a vital lens through which to 

understand the experience of and coping with stressor. 

According to this model, an individual’s stress coping 

response is determined by their cognitive evaluation of 

the stresses they experience and their evaluation of the 

resources available to handle these stresses. However, 

Lazarus and Folkman's considerations about personal 

perception did not include culturally shared responses 

which were more common in African communities. 

This limitation is mitigated by utilizing culturally 

specific models (Utsey et al., 2000; Utsey et al., 2002) 

such as African Cultural Coping Theory that 

conceptualizes coping as a communal, spiritual, and 

culturally based process. 

 

The African Cultural Coping Paradigm 

constitutes of interdependence, harmony, ritual, and 

spiritual engagement, which is the basic principles of 

traditional African societies. It argues that cultural 

worldviews which prioritize collective survival, 

ancestral guidance, community reciprocity, are the 

motivators behind coping strategies among people of 

African descent and not only psychological need 

(Kambon, 1992; Nobles, 1998). Similarly, Wilson et al., 

(2008) observed that cultural competency, spiritual-

centered coping, and collective coping are crucial 

sources of African American college students' well-

being. This theory proposes that for many African 

people, coping is a culturally generated response closely 

linked to identity and tradition, and not only a cognitive 

process. The distinction between different modes of 

coping, individualistic and collectivist, is further 

articulated by Kitayama and Markus (1995), who place 

African civilizations at the interdependent end of the 

cultural continuum. The self is then defined in relational 

terms, as our health is inextricably bound with the health 

of our community. This theoretical ground is particularly 

relevant at Nigerian colleges, where peer mentorship, 

collective prayer and shared cultural expression are 

typical forms of student life that orient toward the ethos 

and community. Consequently, these frameworks 

provide a culturally sensitive foundation for exploring 

the influence of their ethnic identity in their academic 

stress coping. 

 

2.2 Cultural Identity as a Coping Resource 

Research has shown that people’s 

understandings of stress and their strategies for coping 

with stress are shaped by ethnic and cultural identities, 

particularly when such identities are salient. Having a 

finger on the pulse of one’s culture can serve as armor 

against hardship, strengthening social bonds and 

bolstering psychological resilience. That is, according to 

Constantine and Blackmon (2002), cultural 

identification fosters social solidarity and self-

knowledge, which are necessary in combating 

psychological or systemic problems. In African students’ 

perspective, this solidarity is often centered on activism 

and communalism. 

 

Past researches (Wallace & Constantine, 2005; 

Constantine et al., 2006) conducted with African 

American college students, who often share similar 

ethnic traditions, have demonstrated that high levels of 

ethnic identification are associated with increased peer 

support networks and life satisfaction and optimism. In a 

similar study, Danoff-Burg, Prelow, and Swenson 

(2004) found that African American students' sense of 

wellbeing also increases when they work for culturally 
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important goals, such as helping their family or 

community. This result supports the broader idea that 

ethnic identification is a source of psychological strength 

and not merely a social label. But the literature tells a 

more complicated story. Although often enhancing 

coping, strong ethnic identification may also raise 

sensitivity to prejudice: the authors report heightened 

awareness of bias and what Pascoe and Richman (2009) 

have called "hypervigilance" in the face of perceived 

bias. But if this heightened sensitivity is not offset by 

adequate social support, in some cases it could result in 

psychological distress. Sellers and Shelton (2003) also 

support this, stating that ethnic identity is complex, some 

aspects such as centrality and public regard, can buffer 

or exacerbate the effects of racial stress. 

 

These nuances are particularly significant in 

culturally diverse contexts, such as Nigeria, where 

students must navigate multiple, sometimes competing, 

ethnic identities. Cultural identity, in such contexts, 

becomes a dynamic coping resource, being contextually 

activated conditional to social conditions. For example, 

students who participate in cultural organizations or are 

connected with ethnic affinity groups often say they 

experience greater confidence, reduced stress, and 

greater community inclusion (Boykin & Noguera, 

2011). These associations provide emotional sustenance 

and act as informal networks of academic assistance, 

resource sharing and moral support. Afrocentric 

worldviews, importantly, are collective in that identity is 

inseparable from identity (Gaunes, 1997; Price & Crapo, 

2002). A clear example of this is the African concept of 

“ubuntu,” which means “I am because we are.” It forms 

the bedrock of many of the social support networks that 

Nigerian college students display. Such identity-based 

connections are culturally congruent and often more 

reliable and accessible than official institutional support. 

For instance, Kitayama and Markus (1995) state cultural 

identity not only affects how individuals understand their 

situation, their resources, and what "coping" means but 

also how they react to stress. 

 

3.0 METHODOLOGY 
3.1 Design 

Using an interpretivist philosophy, this study 

adapted a qualitative research strategy emphasizing the 

importance of culture and culturally located narratives 

in understanding human experience. Qualitative 

approaches provide the flexibility and depth needed to 

obtain rich, contextual insights given that stress and 

coping strategy is highly personal and socially 

appropriated, especially in an African context. The 

research methodology is grounded theory, which enables 

theory to inductively emerge through participants' actual 

lived experiences, as opposed to placing potentially 

misleading existing theory on the data before any 

analysis of it is performed. The data collection method 

for this study was semi-structured interviews, as this 

allowed participants to articulate their views in a way 

that made sense to them, whilst also providing enough 

structure to ensure that cultural identity and academic 

stress were key aspects of interest in the interview. 

Using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase model, 

consisting of familiarization with interview data, 

generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing 

them, defining and naming themes, and producing the 

report, these interviews were transcribed and 

subsequently analyzed. Both manual coding and NVivo 

software were used to allow for cross-checking, 

ensuring the coding process was accurate and 

comprehensive. The components of the methodological 

approach are summarized graphically in Figure 1 along 

with proportional emphasis on the various phases of the 

research design. Qualitative interviews appeared to be 

the largest section (40%) as shown, followed by 

grounded theory approach (35%) and theme analysis 

methods (25%). A balance is maintained between the 

description and the analysis, reflecting the fact that the 

study focused on allowing participant narratives to 

organically expose culturally based themes, supported by 

rigorous coding and interpretation procedures. 

 

 
 

This pie chart illustrates the proportional focus 

within the research methodology, emphasizing 

qualitative interviews (40%), grounded theory approach 

(35%), and thematic analysis (25%). It highlights the 

clarity within the tiered structure of qualitative research 

design as well as the methodological emphasis on 

allowing participants to interpret the data. 
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3.2 Participants 

The sample of participants was composed of 

twenty University of Lagos students, recruited via 

purposive sampling to ensure the highest possible 

diversity in gender, ethnicity and academic level. 

Participants, both undergraduate and graduate, were 

selected to ensure that students at varying degrees of 

exposure to academic and institutional demands were 

represented. Eligibility criteria included an active student 

status, self-identification as a Nigerian and an interest in 

reflecting on personal educational and cultural 

experiences. 

 

Participants were recruited with a focus on 

cultural diversity to reflect the ethnic composition of 

Nigeria. As shown by figure 2, there are six Yoruba 

students, five Igbo students, four Hausa students, and 

five students from other ethnic groups such as Efik, Tiv 

and Ijaw in the sample. This allowed for the 

identification of communal strategies shared between 

communities irrespective of ethnicities, and for the 

comparative study of ethnic-specific coping processes. 

Participants represented a balanced gender ratio and 

faculty representation and no two participants from the 

exact same course and level were selected for preserving 

diversity of the sample. All interviews were conducted in 

English, the official medium of instruction in Nigerian 

universities. Idioms, proverbs, cultural references, and 

colloquial language were permitted when appropriate. 

Ethical clearance was obtained from the university's 

(Name of University) Social Sciences Research Ethics 

Committee (SSREC). Informed consent was obtained 

from all participants prior to inclusion with the renewal 

of strict confidentiality and anonymity. Due to its 

carefully selected and heterogeneous sample, the study 

can offer relevant insights into how students from 

varying academic and ethnic backgrounds experience 

and respond to academic stress in a culturally complex 

educational environment. 

 

 
 

The bar chart figure above provides the 

distribution of each ethnicity for the set of 20 individuals 

sampled from the University of Lagos. Participants were 

involved through the four principal ethnic groups in 

Nigeria–Hausa (4), Igbo (5), Yoruba (6 participants), 

and other minority ethnic groups (5)], guaranteeing 

cultural diversity in the sampling. 

 

3.3 Instruments 

The primary tools used in this study were 

designed to prompt deep and thoughtful answers, yet 

flexible enough to accommodate more culturally subtle 

modes of communication. The data collection process 

relied heavily on semi-structured interviews which 

enabled guided discussions in predetermined theme 

areas such as academic pressures, coping strategies, 

social relationships, and cultural identity. To ensure 

consistency in the questions posed while also enabling 

tailoring to narratives, these interviews were based on a 

carefully developed interview guide. Field notes were 

also recorded during and immediately after interviews in 

informal settings to capture contextual observations, 

nonverbal clues, and spontaneous interactions between 

group members, supplementing the verbal data. 

Participants also signed informed consent forms which 

are critical to ensure ethical compliance and for their 

voluntary participation. As illustrated in Figure 3, all 

participants utilize the basic tools continuously, based on 

the frequency of instrument used. All 20 participants 

signed the permission forms, and completed the 

interview guide, and semi-structured interviews. Field 

notes were used much less frequently (16 instances), 

generally in instances where participants were 

interrogated in a more formal or controlled setting with 

limited contextual observations. 
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The Pareto chart shows how each instrument 

dominates and contributes to the data collecting process. 

The high cumulative use rate of the top three instrument 

types reflects their continued salience to the qualitative 

strategy, while supporting the competing but contextual 

role of field notes in enriching interpretive depth. 

 

3.4 Analysis of Data 

The data collected from interviews and field 

observations were analyzed using thematic analysis, 

which is particularly well-suited to qualitative research 

exploring lived experience. The process followed the six-

phase framework described by Braun and Clarke 

(2006), providing a structured and transparent approach 

to deriving meaning from participant narratives, whilst 

allowing themes to arise naturally. During the first 

familiarization phase, being reading and rereading 

transcripts, it helps to become immersed in the data. 

Open coding followed with NVivo software supporting 

a manual flagging of keywords and concepts. A pattern 

of clustering codes was identified inductively; codes 

grouped based on conceptual similarity. Then, these 

initial themes underwent a theme evaluation exercise 

which evaluated both the internal coherence and the 

distinctiveness of the data set. Named themes were then 

identified as those that related to the study topics. The 

final stage was stitching the findings together into a 

narrative that would become the piece. The steps that 

were completed in most interviews were consistent, as 

shown in Figure 4 for the 1st iteration and in the 2nd 

iteration main differences occur in terms of strong 

participatory aspects during topic evaluation and 

definition phases. This illustrates how it is judgments 

that are improved not summed over these iterative and 

often abstract periods. 

 

 
Familiarization, coding, and the final write-

up—all of which were completed by all participants—

stand out as essential parts of the analytical process at a 

high level, as represented by the Pareto graphic. Though 

theme identification and review are completed for most 
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examples, it is apparent that recursive refinement and 

selective depth is warranted for analytic rigor. 

 

Theme analysis of the interview data revealed 

complex culturally entrenched narratives of coping 

amongst the University of Lagos students that were 

heavily predicated upon their ethnic identities. All ethnic 

groups had a number of broad master themes in 

common, including the themes of cultural pride, 

communal support, and skepticism surrounding 

institutional therapy; however, there were also 

significant differences in the ways that students from 

different backgrounds prioritized, employed, and 

expressed these themes. The turning to unofficial 

community networks for primary intellectual and 

emotional support was a phenomenon across all ethnic 

groups. These networks were of different shapes and 

reach, however. Yoruba students, which was the largest 

minority subgroup in the study (n=6), had the most 

complex and established community institutions. Several 

people mentioned solid Yoruba student organizations 

that provided resources like study groups, welfare and 

housing advice. It facilitated daily participation in 

cultural practices that also served as stress-relieving and 

identity-affirming, including the use of proverbs, 

wearing particular attire on designated cultural days, and 

attending group prayer sessions. However, Igbo students 

(n=5) held similarly robust networks, but their 

narratives suggested slightly different priorities. Though 

they too were embedded in ethnic relationships, their 

coping strategies emphasized academic competition and 

business collaboration. Many Igbo participants 

positioned academic excellence not just as a matter of 

school, but a familial and communal responsibility, 

expressing motivation to succeed as a matter of cultural 

pride. Ironically, even when communal support remained 

a theme, many times it was bound up with ideas of 

personal aspiration within group identity. For instance, 

one student described how friends “push each other” in 

his department to stay high in the rankings, calling this 

dynamic “healthy pressure among brothers.” 

 

Despite their smaller figures, Hausa pupils 

(n=4) demonstrated a more distinct trend. Their coping 

narratives were more associated with spiritually based 

coping and religious identity than with more formal 

ethnic connections. Although religion was referenced in 

some capacity by all ethnicities, Hausa interviewees 

particularly emphasized ritualized prayer, reciting 

scripture, and reliance on religious communities as 

experiential coping strategies. Their spirituality was 

inseparable from their cultural identity. And while they 

sometimes spoke of ethnic togetherness, it seemed more 

their sense of comfort and stress reduction called on 

spiritual rather than cultural identity. Two of the three 

ethnic minority groups (n=5) provided the widest range 

yet often complex stories, of which the Tiv, Ijaw and 

Efik were among those came represented. Unlike the 

larger ethnic groups, they often lacked institutional 

cultural associations or robust ethnic student 

communities on campus. As a result, their coping 

strategies tended to be more improvisational and 

interpersonal, relying mostly on networks of friendship 

often not based on a shared ethnicity. Due to their 

absence of visible cultural markers or community 

systems of support, as opposed to overt exclusion, these 

students often described feeling isolated or invisible. One 

Tiv student, for example, shared that he “often hides 

where [he] is from because nobody understands it,” 

attributing the need for this to a reluctance to ask for 

help, which more generally, and perhaps more 

significantly, is about the emotional fatigue that 

surrounds testing periods. 

 

These differences suggest a broader structural 

trend in Nigerian university culture, in which dominant 

ethnic groups benefit from the student institutions they 

establish, the languages they share, and their visibility, 

while others are pushed to the margins. Being recognized 

by peers, the familiarity with their culture, and access to 

common resources all affected the way students of 

different cultural backgrounds experienced academic 

stress and how they coped. 

 

Yet in spite of these differences, the importance 

of belonging — whether through close friendships, 

religious groups or ethnic ties — stood out across all 

cultures. Each group adapted cultural frameworks 

differently, in order to craft meaning, emotional control, 

and even motivation, in the face of academic demands. 

But the institutional presence and visibility of each ethnic 

group within the university context also shaped the form, 

intensity and psychological effects of those frameworks. 

However, there was disparity in cultural expression and 

coping, despite communalism being a general cultural 

norm. Larger ethnic groups leveraged their existing 

networks to facilitate academic success and preserve 

cultural identity. Students from the smaller ethnic 

groups, on the other hand, followed more idiosyncratic 

pathways, with varying levels of success and mental 

well-being. These differences emphasise the importance 

of institutional interventions that recognise and actively 

foster cultural diversity and inclusion, particularly for 

students who may lack access to collective support 

structures. 

 

4.0 RESULTS 
Through a thematic analysis of interview 

transcripts, a host of regional and culturally relevant 

themes emerged that captured the experience and coping 

strategies of students at the University of Lagos with 

academic stress. In spite of these differences, they 

coalesced to explore ideas of faith-based resilience 

practices, casual social support, and belongingness in a 

given web of culture. Localized data from the focus 

groups were analyzed and the key themes highlights are 

detailed below: 

 

Rooting Resilience in Cultural Identity 



 

 

Oluwatobi Adeyoyin, J Adv Educ Philos, Dec, 2022; 6(12): 598-609 

© 2022 |Published by Scholars Middle East Publishers, Dubai, United Arab Emirates                                                                                      605 

 
 

A recurring finding was that there was a 

significant effect of cultural identification on students’ 

socio-emotional and intellectual resiliency. Many people 

mentioned their cultural and ethnic background as an 

element of psychological stability, especially in periods 

of institutional disintegration or academic pressure. In 

fact, Branscombe, Schmitt, and Harvey (1999) 

discovered that this group identity promotes 

psychological resilience in difficult times—often 

solidifying a similar sense of belonging, pride, and 

heritage. One Igbo student, for example, said: 

“remembering where I come from keeps me focused and 

gives me strength during exam season. These cultural 

allusions were common and took the forms, proverbs, 

ancestral analogies and common group expectations 

reflect Nobles (1998) findings that “cultural 

identification in African civilizations is not just a 

personal identification but instead a special kind of 

spiritual and moral obligation to community and history” 

(Russell 3). For the Yoruba and Igbo of participants, this 

manifested in internalized pressure to succeed and “uplift 

the family name.” The pressure was cultural, and was 

simultaneously stressful and motivational. 

 

As a Form of Coping: The Unofficial Community 

Students from all ethnic groups also primarily 

sought emotional support as well as academic 

collaboration and assistance related to survival in 

informal community networks, both cultural and non-

cultural. Functional support networks included at all 

levels church & mosque groups, roommates in hostels, 

ethnic associations & unorganized peer groups. Often 

with minimal stigma, these gatherings served as low-

barrier, culturally comprehensible spaces to relax and 

talk about issues. This finding fits well with the African 

Cultural Coping Model proposed by Utsey et al., (2002) 

and noting interdependence and group coping as factors 

that, set apart stress management practices employed by 

populations of African descent. In African 

environments, similar mechanisms may be occurring, as 

Danoff-Burg, Prelow, and Swenson (2004) found that 

interpersonal obligation and cultural affinity predicted 

the well-being of African American students strongly. 

For emotional support and also material needs such as 

pooled stock of textbooks, food and housing, students 

said they turned to their ethnic communities. This 

behavior is corroborated by Wallace and Constantine 

(2005) who found that "being held" by your cultural 

network is a deeply healing experience providing the 

emotional support needed to endure adverse challenges. 

One of the Hausa students described the intersection 

between spiritual coping and group coping by writing, 

“When I am too much grounded, I prayed first, and then 

talk to my people. 

 

Low Trust in Mental Health Services by Institutions 

The availability of official counseling services 

was met with strong hesitancy from participants to seek 

help through institutional channels, citing cultural 

sensitivity issues, inaccessibility, or distrust. African 

American students have reported that they prefer 

culturally familiar support systems to formal mental 

health services — especially because of perceived 

cultural incongruence and stigma (Constantine & 

Blackmon, 2002). Many described university counselors 

as “too formal,” “too disconnected,” or just “not 

relatable.” This observation is reinforced by Sue (2010) 

who posits that people from historically marginalized 

cultures are often alienated from institutional care 

settings, which are often shaped by Western values about 

their emotional disclosure and individual treatment. In 

this case there was a significant gap, made even worse 

by practical issues like understaffed clinics, inconsistent 

working hours and low levels of knowledge about the 

mental health options available at the University of 

Lagos. 

 

The spirituality is an adaptive tool 

Another significant issue was the role of 

spiritual and religious practices within coping, 

particularly among Hausa and minority ethnic 

respondents. And alongside the desire to provide solace, 

students often mobilized spiritual companionship, the 

study of scripture, prayer, and fasting as frames to 

understand hardship. As one participant explained, 

“Stress is a test from God; if I run; I am growing 

stronger.” These statements are consistent with the 

framework described by Wilson et al., (2008), who 

found that spiritually-based coping was positively 

correlated with increased levels of optimism, hope, and 

life satisfaction among African American students. This 

integration of spirit into everyday coping is supported by 

the African worldview that posits spiritual and material 

worlds are interrelated and not separate (Kambon, 

1992). Even students who did not consider themselves 

religious acknowledged that ritual and spiritual 

storytelling, such as sermons, collective fasts, or gospel 

music, had a calming effect that allowed them to 

cognitively reevaluate difficult situations. As framed by 

the African Cultural Coping Theory (Utsey et al., 2000) 

this result accentuates harmony, spiritual balance and 

group consciousness as coping strategies. 

 

Academic Pressures and Structural Failures 

Although this study was focused on coping 

techniques, the participants were all aware of the stresses 

that underlined their desire to cope. The pandemic 

brought along problems of overcrowded lecture rooms, 

strikes, a volatile academic calendar, no internet 

connectivity, financial difficulties, and competition in 

learning environment, among others. These stressors 

conform with research on minority stress (Smedley, 

Myers & Harrell, 1993) that emphasizes how sustained 

exposure to stressors wears out emotional and cognitive 

reserves, especially given few resources. Financial 

anxiety was a frequent theme across ethnicities, even if 

the experience varied. Some students from minority 

backgrounds experienced prolonged strain due to an 

absence of financial support from family or institutions, 

and Yoruba and Igbo students with more extensive 
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communal safety nets were less likely to report extreme 

financial stress. As Ferguson (2003) found, these 

differences align with environmental stresses and 

unequal access and exposure to coping mechanisms that 

often exacerbate academic inequities. Overall, the 

outcomes of this context-specific research reinforce the 

idea that in high university students of Lagos, coping is 

a sociocultural and psychological often a spiritual 

process. While all students faced significant academic 

stress, how they coped was shaped by their social 

networks, cultural scripts, and spiritual worldviews. The 

interaction led to a distinctly African coping ecosystem 

that was flexible, multifaceted, and deeply rooted in 

heritage: spiritual interpretation, informal support 

networks, and cultural identity. 

 

V. Conversation 

Using cultural identification and informal 

community support lenses, the present study explored 

how African students experience and cope with 

academic stress at the University of Lagos. The results 

point towards a culturally and relationally complex 

coping paradigm which is in stark contrast to popular 

psychological models developed in Western contexts, 

based on regional themes implicating social data. The 

following discussion places these findings alongside 

previous work, elaborates on their implications, and 

emphasizes the significance of cultural congruence for 

stress response and wellbeing. 

 

Cultural Identity as Psychology's Capital 

One of the most remarkable findings was that 

cultural identification serves as a psychological bulwark 

throughout academic hardship. Students who identified 

strongly with their ethnic backgrounds consistently 

exhibited higher levels of self-regulation, resilience, and 

meaning making—especially during times of test anxiety 

or institutional uncertainty. According to Brondolo et al., 

(2009): when people in hard places have ethnic 

identification, it bolsters self-efficacy and cultural pride 

that helps to foster emotional coping. The present study 

therefore relied on cultural identity not only as a 

practical tool but also as a symbol that activated social 

and emotional resources available to the students in their 

immediate environment. These results also align with 

Sellers and Shelton's (2003) findings that high identity 

salience can facilitate adaptive responses when 

accompanied by supportive societies, even if the salience 

itself might sensitize individuals to stress or to prejudice. 

For students at the University of Lagos, cultural 

identification served a dual purpose: It offered a sense of 

continuity and belonging, but it also motivated academic 

success through internalized group norms (e.g., 

“bringing honor to my people”). 

 

Coping Mechanisms with Social Cohesion and Peers 

Collective coping mechanisms were highly 

correlated with cultural identity. Participants from all 

ethnic backgrounds strangers reported informal 

networks, cultural ties, and peer alliances as key sources 

of support. This finding is consistent with the 

collectivist-interdependent cultural paradigm proposed 

by Kitayama and Markus (1995) where the self is not 

formed through solitary self-sufficiency but instead is 

formed through interactions that involve reciprocity 

between in-group members. Besides material and 

intellectual benefits such as shared notes, food support 

and collective prayer, these informal networks provided 

something else: an emotional safety net. Western 

research on academic coping often emphasized 

intrapersonal strategies — time management or 

cognitive reframing, for instance — but, as this study 

shows, African students’ strategies were at least as 

intersubjective and social. Wallace & Constantine 

(2005), Utsey et al., (2002) stating that for people of 

African descent, group coping is a culturally appropriate 

strategy. Contrary to the longstanding assumption that 

communalism is just an additive to student life, the 

current findings establish, instead, that communalism is 

a central element of the psychological dynamic of 

student life for Nigerian students. 

 

Framing Stress Through a Spiritual Lens 

The significance of spirituality in students’ 

coping narratives expands our understanding of 

resilience that is culturally situated. Spiritual practices 

including prayer, scripture meditation, and attendance at 

religious groups were seen as core pieces of meaning-

making rather than as separate from emotional health. 

This coincides with the findings of Constantine and 

Blackmon (2002), who stated that spiritual and religious 

frameworks for college students of African descent are 

vital to contextualizing and coping with stress. For many 

students—especially those from Hausa and minority 

ethnic backgrounds—spirituality helped them to do more 

than cope: it provided a framework for getting from 

struggle to progress, often understood as spiritual 

purification, or divine test. Such spiritual stories 

reflected Myers and Haggins’ (1998) findings on how 

spirituality bolsters African-centered psychological 

resilience by helping students who had to cope 

persistently with structural uncertainties — such as 

power outages or strike disruptions — find patience and 

purpose in that adversity. 

 

If I think about it sociologically, these are two 

opposite terms: cultural mismatch and institutional 

mistrust. 

 

Although stress is prevalent, participation in 

official university mental health services was low. This 

is consistent with a theme that recurs in the literature on 

institutional mistrust among marginalized populations. 

(Sue, 2010; Prelow et al., (2006), have argued that the 

most significant barriers to the use of mental health 

services are cultural mismatch (to the experiences of 

practitioners) and the absence of representative 

inclusion. Similar concerns were expressed by 

participants at the University of Lagos, where counselors 

were described as formal, distant and out of touch with 
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the day-to-day lives of students. This determination has 

big practical implications. Interventions hallmarking 

Western-style counseling may not work for people from 

cultural traditions in which tacit support and group 

resilience are more valued than vocal emotional 

disclosure and individual-centered treatment (113) Peer-

led wellness programs, the integration of faith-based 

counseling and partnerships with ethnic student 

organizations could all be vehicles for a culturally 

sensitive approach. 

 

Equalizing Coping Resources and Interethnic 

Differences 

The interethnic differences in coping resource 

availability in the findings was really enlightening. 

Larger ethnic groups like Yoruba and Igbo also tended to 

have well-established student organizations and close-

knit cultural networks providing key advantages in 

obtaining such support. Minority students, in contrast, 

found themselves feeling more solitary and lacked a pre-

existing cultural infrastructure for coping with campus 

life. This accords with broader sociological issues that 

Boykin and Noguera (2011) have raised: they posit that 

even within multiethnic contexts, the unequal access to 

social capital (e.g, in schools, or universities) is a 

reproduction of the systemic inequality. The findings 

underline the need for targeted institutional support for 

minority groups, since their psychological access does 

not necessarily match their ethnic diversity in Nigerian 

colleges. 

 

Coping as a Process, Situated Culturally 

The findings suggest that coping among the 

African university students is a culturally organized 

process grounded in community, faith, and legacy, as 

opposed to a mere reaction to stress. Gaines (1997) and 

Kambon (1992) expound theories connecting spiritual 

taproot and community consciousness to psychological 

health in African contexts. In the perspective of 

Nigerian universities, this study legitimizes that 

observation by showing former students' incorporation, 

adaptation, and transmission of coping strategies that fit 

their sociocultural environment. 

 

Implications for Practice and Theory 

These findings expand the scope of existing 

theories of stress and coping by emphasizing the 

importance of cultural congruence and communal 

context. While the transactional model of stress and 

coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) is useful, it would 

have to be adapted to place a greater emphasis on 

relational and spiritual dimensions in African settings. 

Practically, this means colleges should provide cross-

cultural programming that includes training staff in 

culturally sensitive support techniques, establishing safe 

places to meet for interethnic peers, and integrating 

mental health awareness within ethnic group affiliation. 

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

With focus on the University of Lagos as a case 

study, this paper sought to explore the extent to which 

cultural identity forges the coping mechanisms employed 

by Nigerian students within its educational system. The 

study make use of qualitative and culturally grounded 

model. It uncovered a nuanced interplay between 

identity, communal structures, and resilience 

mechanisms that reflect the lived experiences of students 

balancing systemic challenges and academic demands. 

The results showed that Nigerian students' coping 

approach is a socially embedded and culturally 

structured strategy rather than an isolated, or just a 

psychological issue. Students employed cultural 

identification as protective cognitive context within 

which they were able to make sense of or frame, and 

survive academic stress. Cultural identity can no longer 

only be defined by heritage or ethnicity but must be seen 

as a lived, enacted reality. For lots of students, holding 

on to their ethnic identity during hard times as a student 

creates a sense of continuity and pride that goes beyond 

temporary adversity they face. These students draw 

strength from common symbols are practice within their 

ethnic practice. This could be through family 

expectations, spiritual stories, or ancestral wisdoms 

(cultural proverbs). 

 

Also important was the realization that informal 

communal networks served as the most reliable and 

accessible safety nets. Peer groups, religious 

organizations and ethnic associations provided not only 

emotional support but also key mechanisms of academic 

collaboration and material support for students. This is 

largely due to students’ perceptions of institutional 

services as unreliable, inaccessible or culturally 

disconnected, therefore peer networks often played roles 

that institutional services could not. This means that the 

institutional constructions of mental health services and 

the lived cultural contexts of the students who seek to 

access them do not align. In addition, the study find out 

that the coping landscape differed with minorities 

compared to major ethnic groups. Although 

communalism is a widespread cultural norm, access to 

its benefits is not equally shared or enjoyed. The existing 

networks and cultural capital of students from better-

represented ethnic groups, such as Yoruba and Igbo, 

helped them acclimate more easily to college life. On the 

other hand, students from less-represented or 

disadvantaged backgrounds often had to negotiate stress 

somewhat independently, and were sometimes made to 

feel invisible. This gap calls for attention to the hidden 

hierarchies within institutions with a diverse 

demographic where inclusion is often assumed but not 

formally implemented. 

 

Another major finding is spirituality's major 

role in stress response, especially among Hausa and 

minority ethnic students. Not peripheral or secondary but 

a wellspring of cognitive reframing, optimism and 

emotional anchoring that was mentioned almost as often 

as therapy. Students’ religious convictions often 
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provided the interpretive lens through which they 

navigate academic challenges, seeing stress as an 

opportunity for divine recompense, a test of faith, or a 

spiritual challenge. According to long-standing African-

centered psychological frameworks (e.g., Kambon, 

1992; Nobles, 1998), African consciousness draw a 

connection between spirituality and wellbeing. All of 

these findings contribute to a richer, contextualized 

understanding of how academic stress is experienced 

and coped with at within Nigeria cum African 

universities. They advocate for a more pluralistic, 

culturally designed approach to students’ mental health 

and academic resilience rather than the universality of 

current psychological models that focuses on the 

individual. The findings also underscore the urgency 

with which legislators and university administrators 

must acknowledge and integrate these culturally rooted 

coping mechanisms into institutional systems.” 

 

Peer-led wellness programs rooted in a cultural 

association structure, increased ethnic diversity 

representation in counseling services, and the 

incorporation of spirituality and collective narratives in 

stress-management mechanisms were some of the 

recommendations derived from this study. Beyond the 

diversity rhetorical issue, institutions need to recognize 

the role of cultural capital in students’ lives as a strategic 

resource to be leveraged for academic success and 

student well-being. This study affirms that the lived 

experiences of African students characterized by cultural 

identity, community, and spirituality offer 

transformative insights for how we can collectively 

reframe student mental health support in higher 

education institutions. By listening to these voices and 

validating their resilience framework, Nigerian 

institutions can build learning spaces that are 

intellectually rigorous, culturally affirming, emotionally 

sustaining, and equitably inclusive. 
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