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Abstract

Despite the prevalence of violence in Nigeria, large-scale empirical research 
examining its relationship with psychological well-being remains limited. This 
study addresses that gap using data from the World Values Survey (WVS). 
Violence is operationalised through two indicators: Violent conflict, defined as 
the total number of conflict incidents within a 40-km radius of respondents’ 
dwellings, and Victimisation, a binary measure indicating whether the respond-
ent or an immediate family member experienced crime in the past year. The 
outcome variable—Happiness—is measured using a four-point Likert scale 
ranging from ‘Not at all happy’ to ‘Very happy’. Regression analysis reveals a 
negative association between violence and happiness, robust across alternative 
measures of happiness and different estimation techniques. These findings are 
consistent with the proposition that violence functions as an existential threat 
that erodes psychological resilience and undermines core aspects of human 
security.
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Introduction

The World Values Survey (WVS) (Haerpfer et al. 2022), conducted in Nigeria 
in 2018, found that 73% of Nigerians reported being happy. Despite ranking 
95th out of 137 countries in the 2023 World Happiness Report, Nigeria was the 
eighth happiest country in Africa, ranking above countries with higher levels of 
human development such as Botswana, Morocco and Tunisia (Helliwell et al. 
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2023; United Nations Development Program 2022). The high level of happi-
ness among Nigerians is paradoxical given the country’s poor socio-economic 
performance (Jaiyeola and Bayat 2020; Nigerian National Bureau of Statistics 
2020; Ogwumike and Ozughalu 2015) and the high incidence of violent conflict 
(George et al. 2022; Agbiboa 2026; Grady et al. 2023; Oyeniyi 2026). This 
socio-cultural phenomenon was famously captured by Nigerian music icon Fela 
Aníkúlápó Kuti in his 1978 song ‘Shuffering and Schmiling’ [Suffering and 
Smiling], which highlighted the tendency among Nigerians to maintain good 
spirits in difficult situations.1

Recent empirical evidence, however, demonstrates the severe strain placed on 
this resilience. According to the Round 9 Afrobarometer survey conducted in 
2022, a striking 89% of Nigerians believe the country is heading in the wrong 
direction. Additionally, 72% rate their current living conditions as either  
‘very bad’ or ‘fairly bad’, while 63% reported going without food at least ‘several 
times’ in the preceding year.2 The widespread inability to meet basic food needs 
has fuelled anti-government protests, such as the #EndBadGovernance demon-
strations in August 2024 (Princewill and Busari 2024). While these protests reflect 
citizens’ economic frustration, their subjective and psychological well-being is 
simultaneously undermined by violent conflict. Beyond the well-documented 
Boko Haram insurgency in the Northeast, which has claimed thousands of lives 
(Iyekekpolo 2016; Oyeniyi 2026), intercommunal violence and ransom-driven 
abductions have further heightened fear and instability among an already belea-
guered population (Ajogbeje and Sylwester 2024; Buba 2023; Koopmans et al. 
2026; Shola 2022). Reflecting this climate of insecurity, Nigeria ranked 144th out 
of 163 countries in the 2023 Global Peace Index, making it one of the least peace-
ful countries globally (Institute for Economics and Peace 2023).

While several studies have examined happiness in Nigeria (e.g., Agbo and 
Ome 2017; Agbo et al. 2012; Minkov and Bond 2017), none, to my knowledge, 
has explored how persistent violence affects subjective well-being—a core com-
ponent of human security. This study addresses that gap by analysing nationally 
representative data from the WVS (Haerpfer et al. 2022). Building on the litera-
ture linking insecurity with psychological harm, this study examines how two 
forms of violence—exposure to violent conflict and personal victimisation—
relate to happiness. Violent conflict is measured using data from the Uppsala 
Conflict Data Program’s Georeferenced Event Database (UCDP-GED), aggre-
gated spatially to reflect the cumulative number of conflict incidents occurring 
within a 40-km radius of respondents’ geolocations. Victimisation is captured 
using a self-reported measure indicating whether the respondent or an immediate 
family member experienced crime in the past year. Happiness is assessed using  
an item in the WVS that asks respondents to rate their happiness on a four-point 
Likert scale ranging from ‘Not at all happy’ to ‘Very happy’. By focusing on 
Nigeria—a country contending with insurgency, intercommunal violence and 
criminality—this study sheds light on how everyday violence erodes subjective 
well-being. It also contributes to broader discussions on the psychological and 
societal consequences of insecurity in conflict-affected states (e.g., Coupe and 
Obrizan 2016; Kijewski 2020; Mahamid and Berte 2020).
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The remainder of this study is structured as follows. The second section 
reviews the literature on the relationship between violence and subjective well-
being and outlines the study’s hypotheses. The third section describes the data, 
operationalises the key variables, specifies the general form of the regression 
model and presents the summary statistics. The fourth section reports and inter-
prets the regression results, while the fifth section concludes by summarising the 
key findings and highlighting their broader policy implications.

Theoretical Considerations

Some theoretical frameworks provide valuable insights into the relationship 
between violence and happiness. Terror management theory (TMT), for instance, 
suggests that people’s awareness of their mortality evokes deep-seated fears 
and anxieties (Greenberg 2012; Greenberg et al. 1986; Pyszczynski et al. 1999, 
2021). To function ‘normally’ without being overwhelmed by these existential 
fears, individuals rely on self-esteem and cultural worldviews such as religious 
beliefs and value systems. These worldviews, which provide meaning and struc-
ture to life, act as psychological buffers that mitigate the anxiety associated with 
death. However, the existential threat associated with exposure to violent conflict 
reminds individuals of their mortality, thereby straining these anxiety buffers. As 
a result, the effectiveness of these buffers diminishes, potentially undermining 
happiness and overall psychological well-being.

Alongside TMT, trauma theory also provides valuable insights into how expo-
sure to violence can impact happiness. Experiencing traumatic events such as war 
can disrupt an individual’s sense of safety and stability, leading to psychological 
distress (Frankel 1998; Janoff-Bulman and Frantz 1996; Janoff-Bulman and 
Morgan 1994). Survivors may endure nightmares, flashbacks and symptoms of 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), all of which can significantly undermine 
their subjective well-being (Burri and Maercker 2014; Hecker et al. 2015; Van 
Winkle and Safer 2011). Furthermore, the effects of trauma can be intergenera-
tional, extending beyond the individual and permeating family dynamics and 
affecting relationships across generations (Chou and Buchanan 2021; Fitzgerald 
et al. 2020; Isobel et al. 2019).

Empirical research provides further evidence for the negative impact of vio-
lence on happiness. Coupe and Obrizan (2016) conducted a quantitative study in 
Ukraine and found that happiness levels among the population in the country’s 
eastern region, which had directly experienced war, declined compared to pre-war 
levels. Conversely, they found no significant difference between pre- and post-
war happiness levels among the population in other parts of the country that had 
not been directly exposed to war. In a qualitative study of Palestinian teenagers 
living in internally displaced persons camps across the West Bank, Mahamid and 
Berte (2020) found that living under occupation and experiencing violence had a 
negative effect on happiness. However, their interviews also revealed that the 
belief that peace and freedom would eventually prevail fostered hope among  
the participants, positively influencing their self-reported levels of happiness. 
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Analysing survey data from 207 Palestinian university students who had been 
exposed to military violence, Manzanero et al. (2020) found that traumatic memo-
ries, which caused emotional distress, were more salient than happy memories. 
Moreover, the participants ‘reported accessing traumatic memories via recurrent 
thoughts, which are part of the intrusion cluster of trauma-related symptoms’ 
(Manzanero et al. 2020, 923).

Relying on survey data from 507 undergraduate students in Eritrea, Kelifa  
et al. (2021) found that adverse childhood experiences (e.g., exposure to physi-
cal violence) had a negative impact on later health and well-being by eroding 
resilience and leading to depression. Using data from an online survey, Kaniasty 
et al. (2023) found that the ongoing war between Russia and Ukraine is having 
a negative effect on the psychological health of the Polish population, despite 
not being directly affected by the violence. This negative effect has been par-
ticularly strong among those who have low trust in their own ability to deal with 
adversity and those who have low confidence in the government’s ability to 
handle crisis situations. Similarly, using survey data collected after the 1991–95 
Bosnia War, Shemyakina and Plagnol (2013) found that the individual experi-
ence of violence during the war (e.g., the destruction of one’s home) and the 
recollection of traumatic events from the war negatively affected subjective 
well-being.

Highlighting the long-term nature of these impacts, Hauber et al. (2021) con-
ducted a study among 1,863 seniors over the age of 80 in Germany, where they 
found that 42% of the respondents were still suffering from trauma associated 
with the Second World War (WWII). They also found a positive association 
between WWII-related trauma and depression. Using survey data from 34 coun-
tries, Kijewski (2020, 1270) similarly found that exposure to war has intergenera-
tional effects: ‘[T]he negative effects of traumatic experiences during World War 
II on life satisfaction endure, continuing to influence generations born after the 
war’. Combat exposure has also been found to be positively associated with PTSD 
among American veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars (Lapierre et al. 2007), 
the Vietnam War (Koenen et al. 2008) and the Korean War (Ikin et al. 2010). 
PTSD, in turn, undermines subjective well-being (Dezaki et al. 2021).

Turning to the Nigerian case, I expect that persistent exposure to violence will 
not only induce trauma and psychological distress among citizens but also put a 
strain on their anxiety buffers, making it difficult for them to live normal lives 
devoid of mortality salience and fear, both of which erode happiness. This logic 
underpins the first hypothesis:

H1: � Violence negatively correlates with happiness.

However, another strand of literature has shown that violence can have a positive 
effect on subjective well-being. Harari (2008) drew attention to the concept of 
‘combat flow’, especially among soldiers, who experience improvements in 
their well-being and efficiency from engaging in combat roles. He also referred 
to the biographies of ex-combatants who described missing the experience of 
combat because of the exhilarating feeling it generated. Frey (2011) observed 
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that even though the concept of ‘combat flow’ presents an ethical dilemma, 
dismissing these forms of wartime happiness simply because they are morally 
uncomfortable ignores a well-documented psychological phenomenon. In a 
similar vein, Nieto-Valdivieso (2017) conducted a study among women who 
had been part of guerrilla organisations in Colombia. She found that despite the 
discomforts that came with being part of an insurgent group, ‘Most of the 
women interviewed do not narrate or interpret their period of participation in  
the guerrillas as traumatic, but talk about it as a joyful period of their lives 
fueled by the revolutionary dream and the promise of different futures’. Some 
of the women even described their experiences while in the guerrilla organisation 
as the happiest moments of their lives.

Frey (2011) also pointed out that prolonged exposure to violent conflict and 
death can prompt normalisation among those who experience it, desensitising 
people to such occurrences. Likewise, a study by Tuki (2024) in the northern 
Nigerian state of Kaduna, which records the second-highest incidence of violent 
conflict among Nigeria’s 36 states, reveals that higher levels of exposure to 
violence are associated with a lower expectation of being victimised. He ascribes 
this pattern to the normalisation of violence in a way that allows individuals to 
devise coping mechanisms to carry on with their ‘normal’ lives despite the 
imminent threat of violence. Under such circumstances, conflict may not have a 
significant effect on happiness. Similarly, relying on data from 568 military vet-
erans aged 52–96 years in the United States, Seligowski et al. (2012) found that 
combat exposure had no effect on life satisfaction. In another study covering 
about 3,000 war veterans in the United States, Yang and Burr (2016) found 
similar results.

Returning to the present study, the positive correlation between exposure to 
violent conflict and happiness predicated on ‘combat flow’ may not hold because 
the sample draws from ordinary Nigerian citizens and not combatants. However, 
if the persistence and wide prevalence of violence numb citizens to its occurrence, 
then such exposure should have no effect on their self-reported happiness. This 
logic underpins the second hypothesis:

H2:  Violence does not correlate with happiness.

Methods

Participants

This study utilises data from Wave 7 of the WVS (Haerpfer et al. 2022), conducted 
in Nigeria in 2018.3 The dataset consists of 1,237 observations with a nearly  
balanced gender distribution of 51% males and 49% females. Respondents  
were 18 years and older. Data were collected from the Federal Capital Territory 
(Abuja) and all 36 states of Nigeria, except Ebonyi. Interviews were conducted 
in English as well as Nigeria’s three major local languages (Hausa, Igbo and  
Yoruba). Data collection was carried out using computer-assisted personal  
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interviewing. The variables used to estimate the regression models are discussed 
below.

Measurements

Dependent Variable

The dependent variable—Happiness—measures respondents’ self-reported hap-
piness. It was derived from the question, ‘Taking all things together, would you 
say you are (1) Not at all happy, (2) Not very happy, (3) Quite happy, (4) Very 
happy’. I treated ‘Don’t know’ and ‘Refused to answer’ responses as missing 
observations. I applied this rule to all variables from the WVS dataset. To facili-
tate easier interpretation of the regression results, I inverted the ordinal values 
assigned to the response categories so that greater values denote higher levels 
of happiness.

Figure 1 shows that most Nigerians report being happy. Some 47% described 
themselves as being ‘Very happy’, while 26% reported being ‘Quite happy’. In 
contrast, 27% reported being either ‘Not very happy’ or ‘Not at all happy’. 
Because the responses are clustered around the ‘Quite happy’ and ‘Very happy’ 
categories, I created a binary version of the dependent variable—Happiness 
(Binary)—coding these two responses as 1 and the ‘Not at all happy’ and ‘Not 
very happy’ categories as 0. I then used this binary variable to conduct a robust-
ness check.

Explanatory Variables

To measure violence, I consider two variables. The first—Violent conflict— 
measures the total number of violent conflict incidents that occurred within a 40-km 
radius of respondents’ dwellings between 1989 and 2017 (see Figure 2). This 
variable employs a large radius to capture broader exposure effects. For instance, 

Figure 1.  Distribution of Happiness Among Nigerians.

Source: Based on data from Round 7 of the WVS conducted in Nigeria in 2018.
Notes: The vertical axis shows the four different levels of happiness, while the horizontal axis shows 
the percentage of respondents corresponding to each level. 
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individuals who commute long distances to work may be affected by conflict near 
their workplaces, while those with family members living farther away may be 
indirectly impacted by distant events. Using a broad spatial measure is therefore 
a more robust approach. Nevertheless, to ensure that the findings are not biased  
by buffer size, I constructed alternative measures using smaller radii (10, 20  
and 30 km) as well as a larger radius (50 km) for robustness checks.

I considered all conflicts within the buffer from 1989 to 2017 because I am 
particularly interested in the cumulative effect of violent conflict. Research indi-
cates that the impact of violent conflict tends to persist over time (Hauber et al. 
2021; Kijewski 2020). I chose 1989 as the starting point because the UCDP-GED 
dataset begins in that year. I excluded conflict incidents occurring after 2017 
because the dependent variable is measured in 2018. This adjustment introduces 
a one-year lag and mitigates reverse causation, as happiness in the present is 
unlikely to influence past conflict exposure. Overall, 88% of respondents recorded 
at least one conflict incident within the 40-km radius, while 50% recorded at least 
10 incidents.

To construct this variable, I leveraged the georeferenced dimension of the 
WVS and the UCDP-GED datasets (Davies et al. 2023; Sundberg and Melander 
2013) using QGIS software.4 The UCDP-GED records violent conflict incidents 
globally that resulted in at least one fatality, using information collected from 
news sources and reports prepared by non-governmental organisations. The 

Figure 2.  Measuring Exposure to Violent Conflict.

Source: The figure was developed by the author using QGIS software. The shapefiles containing 
Nigeria’s administrative boundaries were developed by UNOCHA.
Notes: The figure shows the geolocation of a hypothetical respondent and the 40 km buffer around 
their dwelling. It also displays the local government area (LGA) administrative boundaries and the 
geolocations of violent conflict incidents. 
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UCDP-GED codebook defines a conflict event as ‘an incident where armed force 
was used by an organized actor against another organized actor, or against civil-
ians, resulting in at least 1 direct death at a specific location and a specific date’ 
(Högbladh 2023, 4).

The second explanatory variable—Victimisation—is a binary variable coded 
as 1 if the respondent or a member of their immediate family was a victim of 
crime in the past year, and 0 otherwise. This variable was derived from the WVS. 
Unlike the conflict exposure variable, which captures the broader context of vio-
lence, victimisation specifically measures direct experiences of crime. It is impor-
tant to distinguish between these two variables, as conflict exposure does not 
necessarily imply victimisation. Individuals living in conflict zones may adopt 
coping strategies that allow them to maintain a semblance of normalcy despite 
ongoing violence. A limitation of this variable is that it does not specify the exact 
nature of the victimisation respondents experienced (e.g., whether it was driven 
by political violence, armed robbery or kidnapping). Given the secondary nature of 
the dataset, it is difficult to address this particular issue, which compels me to align 
the present study with the constraints of preexisting data. Nevertheless, in this study, 
I adopt a broad definition of victimisation, which indicates that respondents have 
been harmed, regardless of the nature of the harm or who the perpetrators were.

To facilitate comparison between the two explanatory variables, both were 
standardised before they were included in the regression model. This involved 
subtracting the mean from each original value and dividing the result by the stand-
ard deviation, resulting in variables with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 
1. Standardising the variables places them on a common scale, allowing for a 
more meaningful assessment of which variable is more strongly associated with 
happiness.

Control Variables

Socio-economic status is an additive index that measures the frequency with which 
respondents lacked four basic necessities over the past year: food, medicine, cash 
income and shelter. For each item, responses were recorded on a four-point ordinal 
scale ranging from ‘1 = Often’ to ‘4 = Never’. The Cronbach’s alpha statistic for 
these four items was 0.74, indicating strong internal consistency. The resulting addi-
tive index ranges from 4 to 16, with higher values indicating better socio-economic  
status. Previous studies have found a positive correlation between socio-economic 
status and happiness (e.g., Howell et al. 2006; Kasinger et al. 2023).

Economic growth measures the mean night-time light within a 40-km radius of 
respondents’ dwellings in 2017 (Ghosh et al. 2021).5 The values for this variable 
range from 0 to 63, with higher values indicating better economic conditions. 
Night-time light is an effective proxy for economic growth, especially when sub-
national accounting data are unavailable (Mellander et al. 2015; Weidmann and 
Schutte 2017). Moreover, this measure has more precision because it is measured 
using buffers, unlike administrative units such as states and LGAs whose bounda-
ries may not be clearly defined. Since the raw night-time light data are in gridded 
format, I created the variable using QGIS software. Some studies have found a 
positive correlation between economic growth and happiness (e.g., Cai et al. 
2023; Veenhoven and Vergunst 2014).
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Educational level is measured on a ten-point ordinal scale, ranging from  
‘0 = No formal education’ to ‘9 = University-level education with a degree’. 
Research has found a positive correlation between education and happiness  
(e.g., Maharlouei et al. 2020; Melin et al. 2003).

Urban is coded as 1 for respondents residing in urban centres and 0 for those 
living in rural areas. Some studies have found that residing in urban centres is 
negatively associated with happiness (e.g., Berry and Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011; 
Okulicz-Kozaryn and Mazelis 2018).

Northern Region is coded as 1 for respondents living in a state in Northern 
Nigeria and 0 for those living in a Southern state. Northern Nigeria experiences 
significantly higher levels of violence than the South (Tuki 2025a, 2024). 
Additionally, the northern region is generally more economically disadvantaged 
than the southern region (Tuki 2025b). These disparities could contribute to 
regional differences in happiness.

Demographic covariates. This includes respondents’ age, gender and marital 
status. Gender is coded as 1 for males and 0 for females. Age is measured on a 
scale with six ordinal categories ranging from ‘1 = 16–24 years’ to ‘6 = 65 and 
above’. Using respondents aged 16–24 as the reference category, I created dummy 
variables for the remaining five age brackets. Marital status is coded as 1 if a 
respondent is married or has ever been married, and 0 otherwise.

Table 1 presents the summary statistics of the variables used to estimate the 
regression model.

Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics.

Variable
Total 

Observations Mean
Standard 
Deviation Minimum Maximum

Happinessv 1,233 3.109 0.996 1 4
Happiness (binary)v 1,233 0.728 0.445 0 1
Violent conflict 1,237 39.196 87.922 0 577
Violent conflictϑ 1,237 0 1 −0.446 6.117
Victimisation 1,218 0.268 0.443 0 1
Victimisationϑ 1,218 0 1 −0.606 1.65
Northern region 1,237 0.527 0.499 0 1
Urban (ref: rural) 1,237 0.492 0.5 0 1
Economic growth 1,237 2.478 3.631 0 13.216
Socio-economic status 1,227 11.415 2.732 4 16
Educational level 1,228 4.668 2.853 0 9
Married (ref: unmarried) 1,237 0.596 0.491 0 1
Male (ref: female) 1,237 0.512 0.5 0 1
Age brackets
  16–24 1,237 0.283 0.451 0 1
  25–34 1,237 0.369 0.483 0 1
  35–44 1,237 0.196 0.397 0 1
  45–54 1,237 0.078 0.268 0 1
  55–64 1,237 0.05 0.218 0 1
  65 and above 1,237 0.024 0.154 0 1

Notes: v is the dependent variable. ‘Happiness (binary)’ is a reduced form of the dependent variable 
where it is coded binarily. ϑ indicates variables that have been standardised.
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Analytical Technique

To examine the relationship between violence and happiness, I consider a model 
of the following general form:

	 ci = a
0
 + a

1
Violent conflicti + a

2
Victimizationi + a

3
{'i + ni.� (1)

In this equation, ci is the dependent variable which measures self-reported  
happiness for respondent i; {'i is a vector of control variables that have already 
been discussed earlier; a

0
 is the intercept; a

1
 and a

2
 are the coefficients of the 

explanatory variables; a
3
 denotes the coefficients of the control variables; while 

ni is the disturbance term. An ordered logit regression was used to estimate the 
model because the dependent variable is measured on an ordinal scale with few 
categories. This method is particularly suitable because it respects the ordered 
nature of the dependent variable and allows for an assessment of the relationship 
between the explanatory variables and each category of the outcome. As a robust-
ness check, I re-estimated the model using ordinary least squares (OLS) regres-
sion and the linear probability model (LPM) as alternative estimation techniques.

Results and Discussion

Table 2 presents the results of the regression models assessing the relationship 
between violence and happiness. In Model 1, which includes only violent conflict, 
the coefficient is negative and statistically significant at the 1% level. This result, 
which supports Hypothesis 1, suggests that greater conflict exposure is associated 
with lower happiness. Violence heightens mortality salience, induces trauma and 
causes psychological distress, all of which lead to unhappiness. Furthermore, vio-
lent conflict often results in forced displacement and the destruction of lives and 
property, both of which are detrimental to subjective well-being. Notably, these 
results hold even when violent conflict is measured using buffers with different 
radii of 10, 20, 30 and 50 km (see Table A2 in the Appendix).

In Model 2, which includes only victimisation, the variable also has a negative 
coefficient that is statistically significant at the 1% level, further reinforcing 
support for Hypothesis 1. The negative correlations found in Models 1 and 2 are 
consistent with findings from studies conducted in Ukraine (Coupe and Obrizan 
2016), Palestine (Mahamid and Berte 2020), Eritrea (Kelifa et al. 2021) and 
Bosnia (Shemyakina and Plagnol 2013). Model 3 indicates that the baseline 
results hold when the two explanatory variables are included in the same model. 
Model 4 further demonstrates that the main findings are robust to the inclusion of 
control variables.

Among the controls, only residence in Northern Nigeria, economic growth, 
socio-economic status and educational level are significant. The positive coeffi-
cient associated with residence in Northern Nigeria indicates that individuals 
living in that region report higher levels of happiness than their Southern counter-
parts. This finding may initially seem counterintuitive, given that the North is  
both poorer and more affected by violent conflict than the South. However, one 
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Table 2.  Regressing Happiness on Violent Conflict and Victimisation.

Happinessv (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

  Ologit Ologit Ologit Ologit LPM

Violent conflictϑ −0.21*** −0.22*** −0.266*** −0.072***
  (0.043) (0.043) (0.045) (0.014)
Victimisationϑ −0.184*** −0.2*** −0.174*** −0.027**
  (0.052) (0.053) (0.057) (0.014)
Northern region 0.684*** 0.155***
  (0.14) (0.03)
Urban (ref: rural) 0.168 0.043
  (0.116) (0.027)
Economic growth 0.042** 0.012***
  (0.017) (0.004)
Socio-economic status 0.123*** 0.022***
  (0.022) (0.005)
Educational level −0.069*** −0.017***
  (0.02) (0.005)
Married (ref: unmarried) 0.039 0.007
  (0.152) (0.034)
Male (ref: female) 0.021 0.027
  (0.114) (0.026)
Age cohorts
  25–34 −0.173 −0.031
  (0.154) (0.034)
  35–44 −0.281 −0.038
  (0.186) (0.042)
  45–54 −0.323 −0.038
  (0.252) (0.056)
  55–64 −0.285 −0.051
  (0.288) (0.067)
  65 and above 0.505 0.006
  (0.38) (0.074)
Constant 0.423***
  (0.07)
Intercept 1 −2.371*** −2.341*** −2.371*** −0.981***
  (0.104) (0.101) (0.104) (0.305)
Intercept 2 −0.999*** −0.977*** −0.992*** 0.468
  (0.064) (0.065) (0.065) (0.296)
Intercept 3 0.131** 0.139** 0.142** 1.676***
  (0.057) (0.058) (0.058) (0.299)
Observations 1,233 1,214 1,214 1,196 1,196
R2 or pseudo-R2 0.006 0.00 0.01 0.040 0.081
Log pseudolikelihood −1,508.65 −1,492.257 −1,482.896 −1,415.442
AIC statistic 3,025.319 2,992.515 2,975.791 2,864.885 1,391.981
BIC statistic 3,045.788 3,012.921 3,001.3 2,951.359 1,468.282

Notes: v denotes the dependent variable which measures self-reported happiness among Nigerians 
on a scale with four ordinal categories in all models, except in Model 5, where it is measured as 
a binary variable. ϑ indicates variables that have been standardised. Robust standard errors are 
in parentheses. ***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .1.0. All models are estimated using an ordered logit 
regression, except the fifth, which is estimated using a linear probability model (LPM). AIC: Akaike 
information criterion; BIC: Bayesian information criterion.



12	 Insight on Africa 

possible explanation is that residents in Northern Nigeria may engage in down-
ward social comparison, contrasting themselves with those who are extremely 
impoverished or who have been directly affected by violence. This comparison 
may foster a sense of gratitude simply for being alive, thus elevating reported hap-
piness levels despite prevailing difficult circumstances. Religiosity may also be 
crucial here, as existential threats may prompt individuals to rely more heavily on 
religion as a coping mechanism, enabling them to manage their difficult circum-
stances and make sense of their suffering. In this context, reporting unhappiness 
may be perceived as an expression of a lack of faith, which could be socially 
unacceptable. While these explanations are plausible, qualitative insights from 
in-depth interviews and focus group discussions conducted with participants 
across Northern and Southern Nigeria would be valuable to uncover the specific 
mechanisms underlying this observed pattern.

Both economic growth and socio-economic status are statistically significant 
and carry positive coefficients, indicating that economic development at the com-
munal level and citizens’ ability to meet their basic needs such as food, shelter and 
medical care are associated with higher levels of happiness. These findings align 
with previous literature (e.g., Huang 2013; Peiró 2006). Conversely, the negative 
coefficient associated with educational level suggests that higher educational 
attainment is associated with lower levels of happiness. In other words, the more 
education Nigerians acquire, the more likely they are to report lower levels of 
happiness. This pattern may be explained by the expectations gap. Education is a 
costly investment, often perceived as a pathway to better employment prospects 
and higher income. However, given Nigeria’s high rates of unemployment and 
underemployment (Lain and Pape 2023; Nzor 2026; Virk et al. 2023), many indi-
viduals may feel disappointed that their educational qualifications have not trans-
lated into the economic returns they had anticipated. This intersection of high 
expectations and unmet aspirations is likely to lead to frustration and unhappi-
ness. Moreover, education imbues individuals with critical thinking skills and a 
higher level of awareness, which can be burdensome, as they may be more aware 
of the political, socio-economic and structural challenges facing society than their 
less-educated counterparts, which could, in turn, undermine their happiness.

Among the control variables, urban residence, marital status, gender and age 
are statistically insignificant. The lack of significance for urban residence suggests 
that Nigerians living in urban areas are just as likely to be happy as those residing 
in rural areas. This finding contrasts with studies suggesting that urban residence 
is negatively associated with happiness (e.g., Berry and Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011; 
Okulicz-Kozaryn and Mazelis 2018). Similarly, the statistical insignificance of 
gender indicates that men and women do not differ statistically in terms of their 
self-reported levels of happiness. This result is consistent with findings from a 
study in East Asia (e.g., Hori and Kamo 2018) but contradicts findings from other 
studies suggesting that men are generally happier than women (e.g., Blanchflower 
and Bryson 2024). The insignificance of marital status implies that married indi-
viduals do not differ from their unmarried counterparts in terms of happiness. This 
finding challenges previous studies that have reported a positive association 
between marriage and happiness (e.g., Hori and Kamo 2018; Stack and Eshleman 
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1998). Additionally, none of the six age brackets were statistically significant, 
indicating that Nigerians across different age groups do not differ from the refer-
ence category (aged 16–24) in their likelihood of being happy.

Model 5 demonstrates that the main regression results remain robust  
even when the dependent variable is operationalised binarily and the regression  
is re-estimated using LPM. Notably, the results are also robust when the depend-
ent variable is treated as continuous, and the model is re-estimated using OLS 
regression (see Table A1 in the Appendix).

To illustrate the relationship between violence and happiness, I plotted the 
predicted probabilities for the baseline models (Models 1 and 2 in Table 2) in 
Figure 3. A glance at both panels reveals that the association between violence 
and happiness is strongest in the ‘Very happy’ response category and weakest in 
the ‘Quite happy’ category. Interestingly, the association is negative only in the 
‘Very happy’ category, while it is positive in the remaining three categories. 
Specifically, Panel A shows that a 1-standard-deviation increase in violent con-
flict decreases the probability of being ‘Very happy’ by 5.18 percentage points 
and increases the probability of being ‘Not at all happy’ by 1.65 percentage 
points. Likewise, Panel B indicates that a 1-standard-deviation increase in vic-
timisation lowers the probability of being ‘Very happy’ by 4.54 percentage points 
and raises the probability of being ‘Not at all happy’ by 1.49 percentage points. 

Figure 3.  Predicted Probabilities: Conflict Exposure, Victimisation and Happiness Among 
Nigerians.

Notes: Panel A, based on Model 1 in Table 2, shows the association between exposure to violent 
conflict and the four categories of the dependent variable, which measures self-reported happiness. 
Panel B, based on Model 2 in Table 2, shows the association between victimisation and happiness. 
Confidence intervals are set at the 95% level.
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A comparison of the results across both panels suggests that the association 
between violent conflict and happiness is slightly stronger than the relationship 
between victimisation and happiness. A similar pattern is also observable in the 
LPM (see Model 5 in Table 2), where a 1-standard-deviation increase in violent 
conflict lowers the probability of being happy by 7.2 percentage points, whereas 
a similar increase in victimisation lowers the probability of being happy by 2.7 
percentage points.

Conclusion

While several studies have examined the relationship between violence and socio-
economic outcomes in Nigeria (e.g., Odozi and Oyelere 2019; Olanrewaju and 
Balana 2023), there remains a notable gap in understanding how violence relates 
to subjective well-being. Focusing solely on economic indicators risks overlook-
ing the psychological toll caused by insecurity. Moreover, ‘economic things mat-
ter only in so far as they make people happier’ (Oswald 1997, 1815). This study 
addressed that gap by analysing data from the World Values Survey and found that 
both exposure to violent conflict and personal victimisation were negatively asso-
ciated with happiness. A plausible explanation for this finding is that violence, 
which functions as an existential threat, disrupts social and economic life, induces 
trauma and undermines psychological well-being.

These findings carry important policy implications. First, policy measures 
geared toward improving the lives of individuals in fragile contexts need to 
incorporate psychological interventions into their programmes, as these are just 
as important as material support. These measures are particularly crucial in 
Northern Nigeria, where the population reports higher levels of happiness than 
their southern counterparts despite facing higher levels of poverty and violence. 
Consequently, such policy measures would help ensure that self-reported happi-
ness reflects actual improvements in the material conditions of these popula-
tions. Second, the Nigerian government needs to take concrete steps towards 
addressing the persistent problem of violence in the country. This can be 
achieved through adequate training for security personnel, enabling them to carry 
out their functions effectively, as well as providing them with the necessary equip-
ment required to respond promptly and effectively to conflict situations.

However, addressing insecurity requires going beyond psychological interven-
tions and the strengthening of security institutions. The government also needs to 
pay serious attention to the problem of poverty. Addressing this issue not only 
leads to improvements in socio-economic conditions but also raises the opportu-
nity cost of joining armed groups. Moreover, measures should be taken to foster 
interethnic and interreligious dialogue, which is crucial to peaceful coexistence 
and social cohesion. This is particularly important for addressing intercommunal 
violence such as the recurrent Muslim–Christian conflicts in the Middle belt 
region (Krause 2018; Madueke 2018; Nnabuihe 2019) and the violent clashes 
between nomadic Fulani pastoralists and sedentary communities across the 
country (Grady et al. 2023; Olumba 2024; Tuki 2026).
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Notes

1.	 The song is available on Fela’s YouTube channel: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=AI-P1AiRSng

2.	 To access the Afrobarometer survey dataset and questionnaire, visit: https://www.afro-
barometer.org/

3.	 To access the WVS dataset, visit: https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs.jsp
4.	 The UCDP-GED dataset can be accessed at https://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/
5.	 To access the night-time light dataset visit: https://eogdata.mines.edu/products/dmsp/
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Appendix

Table A1.  Replicating the Results in Table 2 Using OLS Regression.

Happinessv (1) (2) (3) (4)

Violent conflictϑ −0.115*** −0.119*** −0.142***
  (0.027) (0.027) (0.026)
Victimisationϑ −0.099*** −0.105*** −0.082***
  (0.029) (0.029) (0.03)
Northern region 0.353***
  (0.07)
Urban (ref: rural) 0.089
  (0.059)
Economic growth 0.025***
  (0.009)
Socio-economic status 0.061***
  (0.011)
Educational level −0.037***
  (0.01)
Married (ref: unmarried) −0.005
  (0.077)
Male (ref: female) 0.02
  (0.058)
Age cohorts
  25–34 −0.041
  (0.077)
  35–44 −0.089
  (0.095)
  45–54 −0.119
  (0.128)
  55–64 −0.103
  (0.146)
  65 and above 0.225
  (0.147)
Constant 3.108*** 3.102*** 3.101*** 2.33***
  (0.028) (0.029) (0.028) (0.154)

Observations 1,233 1,214 1,214 1,196
R-squared 0.013 0.01 0.024 0.093
AIC statistic 3,475.204 3,433.808 3,418.408 3,297.814
BIC statistic 3,485.438 3,444.012 3,433.713 3,374.115

Notes: v denotes the dependent variable which measures self-reported happiness among Nigerians 
on a scale with four ordinal categories. ϑ indicates variables that have been standardised. Robust 
standard errors are in parentheses. ***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .1.0. All models are estimated using 
OLS regression. AIC: Akaike information criterion; BIC: Bayesian information criterion.
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Table A2.  Robustness Checks Measuring Violent Conflict with Different Buffer Sizes 
(Ordered Logit Regression).

Happinessv (1) (2) (3) (4)

  10-km 20-km 30-km 50-km
Violent conflictϑ −0.164*** −0.176*** −0.183*** −0.224***
  (0.042) (0.042) (0.043) (0.042)
Intercept 1 −2.361*** −2.364*** −2.365*** −2.376***
  (0.103) (0.103) (0.103) (0.104)
Intercept 2 −0.994*** −0.995*** −0.997*** −1.002***
  (0.064) (0.064) (0.064) (0.065)
Intercept 3 0.131** 0.131** 0.131** 0.131**
  (0.057) (0.057) (0.057) (0.057)
Observations 1,233 1,233 1,233 1,233
Pseudo R2 0.003 0.004 0.004 0.007
Log 
pseudolikelihood

−1,511.992 −1,511.186 −1,510.725 −1,507.302

AIC statistic 3,031.984 3,030.372 3,029.45 3,022.604
BIC statistic 3,052.453 3,050.841 3,049.919 3,043.073

Notes: v denotes the dependent variable which measures self-reported happiness among Nigerian 
on a scale with four ordinal categories. ϑ indicates variables that have been standardised. Robust 
standard errors are in parentheses. ***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .1.0. All models are estimated using 
an ordered logit regression. AIC: Akaike information criterion; BIC: Bayesian information criterion.


