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ABSTRACT

The issue of crisis management and conflict resolution in educational leadership in Nigerian
tertiary institutions is a complex and pressing problem that impacts the entire education system.
This issue has significant legal implications and requires careful consideration in order to find
effective solutions. In addressing this issue, it is essential to consider the various factors that
contribute to conflicts within educational leadership, such as power dynamics, communication
breakdowns, and cultural differences. Additionally, it is crucial to explore the existing legal
frameworks and policies that govern educational institutions in Nigeria and how they can be
utilized to effectively manage and resolve conflicts. This includes examining the role of
government agencies, school boards, and other stakeholders in promoting a peaceful and
productive educational environment. Through this analysis, we can better understand the current
state of crisis management and conflict resolution in Nigerian tertiary institutions and identify
potential areas for improvement. By utilizing the insights gained from this research, we can
develop effective strategies and policies to address this issue and promote a more harmonious and
efficient education system in Nigeria.

Introduction

Educational leadership plays a pivotal role in managing crises and resolving conflicts in tertiary
institutions. This is especially true in Nigerian higher education, where a unique blend of cultural,
political, and economic challenges can give rise to tensions and conflicts that threaten the stability
of academic institutions (Okaforcha & Okeke, 2019; Ojimba, 2020; Iloka & Nwakoby, 2025). In
Nigeria’s tertiary institutions, Osegbue, (2019) noted that educational leaders, including university
administrators, vice-chancellors, deans, and department heads, are often called upon to navigate
crises ranging from student protests to labor disputes, political unrest, and even internal
administrative conflicts. While addressing such issues is integral to the success and functionality
of educational institutions, these leaders according to Okaforcha and Ekwesianya, (2019) and
Okoye, (2021) must also navigate a complex legal framework to ensure that their actions comply
with both national and institutional laws.

Understanding the role of crisis management and conflict resolution in Nigerian tertiary

institutions requires a deeper exploration of the various dimensions of crises and conflicts, the

leadership skills needed to manage them, and the legal considerations that must be accounted for

(Anthony, 2019; Anushiem & Anushiem, 2023). In this study, the focus will be on how educational
242

UJERSVOCS 2 (1), May-August, 2025; https://unilaws.org/ujervs



https://unilaws.org/ujervs
https://unilaws.org/ujervs
mailto:cp.iloka@coou.edu.ng

Unizik Journal of Educational Research, Science and Vocational Studies
¥ (UJERSVOCS) Volume 2 (1); May-August, 2025; https://unilaws.org/ujervs
. E-ISSN (Online): 1595-6199 ISSN (Print): 1595-6202

leaders in Nigerian universities can effectively handle crises and conflicts while also considering
the legal implications of their decisions and actions.

Nature and Scope of Crisis Management in Nigerian Tertiary Institutions

Crisis management in Nigerian tertiary institutions according to Onyekwelu, and Adinna, (2022)
involves the identification, management, and resolution of situations that threaten the normal
functioning of educational institutions. Crises, according to Onyekwelu (2024) may arise from a
variety of sources, including:

1. Student Protests and Unrest: Nigerian universities have witnessed numerous student
protests over issues such as tuition fees, academic policies, poor infrastructure, and the lack
of basic amenities (Abonyi, 2023). Ofozoba and Ofozoba, (2023) noted that these protests,
although sometimes rooted in legitimate grievances, can escalate into crises that disrupt
academic activities and threaten the safety and security of students and staff.

2. Faculty and Staff Strikes: Labor disputes, particularly between university staff unions (e.qg.,
the Academic Staff Union of Universities, ASUU) and government authorities, are
common in Nigeria (Ofozoba & Ofozoba, 2023; Abonyi, 2023). According to Enwezor,
and Chukwunonye, (2021), these strikes often arise due to disagreements over salaries,
working conditions, and policy changes. Prolonged strikes can lead to academic disruptions
and affect the quality of education in Nigerian universities.

3. Political Unrest and Instability: Nigeria’s political landscape can create crises that spill
over into educational institutions (Enwezor, & Chukwunonye, 2021). These include
protests, political activism, and even violent confrontations. Educational leaders must often
mediate between students’ political freedoms and institutional policies (Ugwaka &
Igbokwe, 2023).

4. Natural Disasters and Health Crises: Institutions, according to Anushiem (2023) may face
crises arising from natural disasters such as floods, earthquakes, or health emergencies like
the COVID-19 pandemic. Azubuike (2024) noted that these crises necessitate the swift
response of educational leaders to ensure the safety and well-being of students, staff, and
the broader community.

In conclusion, Okeke, Okaforcha and Ekwesianya, (2019) asserted that educational leaders must
be adept in crisis management, which includes preparedness, mitigation, response, and recovery.
They must understand the legal frameworks surrounding crisis situations and ensure that their
actions comply with the law, especially regarding the rights of students, staff, and other
stakeholders (Ofozoba, 2020).

Conflict Resolution in Educational Leadership

Conflict, according to Ibe (2019) is an inevitable aspect of organizational life, especially in diverse
settings such as Nigerian tertiary institutions. Conflicts can arise between students, staff,
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administrators, and external stakeholders, and their resolution is crucial to maintaining a conducive
learning environment (Anushiem, 2017).

In Nigerian universities, conflicts, according to Ekwesianya, (2022) often stem from:

1. Ethnic and Religious Tensions: Nigeria is a diverse country with over 250 ethnic groups
and a significant religious divide between Muslims and Christians. These differences
sometimes lead to conflicts within university communities, affecting interactions between
students and staff. Educational leaders must foster an environment that promotes tolerance,
understanding, and inclusivity to resolve these tensions.

2. Management and Governance Issues: Conflicts often arise from disagreements over
leadership styles, administrative decisions, and policies. These may involve disputes
between university administrators and faculty members or between management and
students. Addressing governance-related conflicts requires effective communication,
mediation, and a deep understanding of institutional dynamics.

3. Academic and Performance Disputes: Academic-related conflicts, such as those
concerning grading, plagiarism, and student conduct, are common in universities.
Educational leaders must ensure that conflict resolution procedures are in place to handle
such issues impartially and fairly.

4. Industrial Actions: Conflict resolution in Nigerian universities is often centered around
industrial actions, especially involving faculty unions. These strikes, which usually result
from unresolved issues related to salaries, working conditions, and other labor demands,
require educational leaders to mediate between the interests of unions and the government.

Conflict resolution involves identifying the source of conflict, engaging stakeholders in dialogue,
and finding mutually acceptable solutions (Okaforcha, 2021). Educational leaders must be
equipped with negotiation skills, legal knowledge, and an understanding of the institutional and
cultural context in which these conflicts occur (Anthony, 2014). Conflict resolution should not
only aim to address the immediate issue but also work toward preventing future occurrences by
improving institutional policies and practices.

Legal Implications of Crisis Management and Conflict Resolution in Nigerian Tertiary Institutions

The legal implications of crisis management and conflict resolution in Nigerian universities cannot
be overemphasized. Adinna and Onyekwelu (2021) suggested that educational leaders must
operate within a framework that respects the rights of individuals and adheres to national and
institutional laws. Below are some of the critical legal issues that arise in the context of crisis
management and conflict resolution, according to Osegbue (2021):

1. Rights of Students and Staff: Nigerian universities must uphold the rights of students and
staff, as enshrined in the Nigerian Constitution and other legal instruments. This includes
the right to free expression, the right to education, and the right to peaceful assembly.
During crises such as student protests or strikes, leaders must balance the need to maintain
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order with the constitutional rights of individuals to express their grievances. In addressing
conflicts, leaders must ensure that their actions do not violate the rights of students or staff,
particularly with regard to freedom of speech, freedom of association, and the right to fair
treatment.

Regulatory Framework for University Management: Nigerian universities operate within a
regulatory framework established by bodies such as the National Universities Commission
(NUC) and the Federal Ministry of Education. These regulations cover everything from
student admissions to staff appointments and dispute resolution mechanisms. Educational
leaders must ensure that their crisis management and conflict resolution strategies comply
with these regulations (Obumse & Chinwe, 2021). For instance, when dealing with a strike
by faculty members, the legal framework requires that leaders engage in negotiations with
the relevant unions, considering the legal rights of the workers and adhering to any
collective bargaining agreements that may exist.

Labor Laws and Industrial Disputes: In Nigeria, labor laws govern the relationship between
employers and employees, including in the academic sector. Educational leaders must be
familiar with the Trade Union Act, which outlines the rights of trade unions, and the Labor
Act, which covers employee rights and dispute resolution. In the case of strikes or other
industrial actions, educational leaders must follow the legal procedures for negotiation,
conciliation, and arbitration to ensure that the resolution is lawful and fair. This includes
adhering to the timelines for resolving disputes and ensuring that students’ education is not
unduly disrupted.

Student Discipline and Legal Rights: Disciplinary issues, such as violations of university
codes of conduct or academic dishonesty, can lead to conflicts that require resolution.
Educational leaders must follow legal procedures when disciplining students, ensuring that
they are given a fair hearing in accordance with the university’s policies and national laws.
This also involves ensuring that disciplinary actions are proportionate and non-
discriminatory.

Legal Responsibility in Crisis Situations: In times of crisis, educational leaders have a legal
responsibility to protect the safety and well-being of students and staff. For example, in
cases of violence or public disturbances, university leaders must take swift action to
prevent harm and ensure the security of everyone on campus. Failing to take appropriate
action could result in legal liability for the institution. Additionally, leaders must ensure
that their responses to crises do not violate the legal rights of individuals, such as the right
to peaceful protest or the right to equal treatment.

Compliance with International Standards: Nigerian universities are not only subject to
domestic laws but also to international standards and agreements related to human rights,
education, and labor practices. These include the United Nations Declaration of Human
Rights, the African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights, and other international treaties
that Nigeria is a party to. Educational leaders must ensure that their crisis management and
conflict resolution strategies align with these international standards to avoid legal
challenges (Okaforcha & Okeke, 2025).
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Crisis management and conflict resolution in Nigerian tertiary institutions are critical areas of
focus for educational leaders. Ekwesianya (2025) noted that effective leadership in these areas is
essential for maintaining a safe, productive, and inclusive academic environment. However, the
complexity of managing crises and resolving conflicts is compounded by the legal framework in
which Nigerian universities operate. Educational leaders must navigate these legal implications
carefully, balancing the need to address crises and conflicts with the need to uphold the legal rights
of students, staff, and other stakeholders (Ezeaku & Okoye, 2025).

In light of the challenges posed by student unrest, labor disputes, political instability, and cultural
tensions, Okechukwu (2025) and Ugwaka, and Igbokwe (2020) posited that Nigerian university
leaders must be equipped with the knowledge, skills, and legal understanding to effectively
manage crises and resolve conflicts. Okechukwu stressed that this requires a holistic approach that
combines legal compliance, effective communication, negotiation, and a deep understanding of
the institutional dynamics. By ensuring that crisis management and conflict resolution strategies
are legally sound, educational leaders can help promote stability, inclusivity, and academic
excellence in Nigerian universities.

Challenges of Crisis Management and Conflict Resolution in Educational Leadership in Nigerian
Tertiary Institutions: Legal Implications

The educational landscape in Nigeria is often characterized by a multitude of challenges, many of
which stem from the complex interplay between diverse student populations, socio-political
factors, economic issues, and governance structures (Onyekwelu, 2021). Nigerian tertiary
institutions, including universities, polytechnics, and colleges of education, according to
Ezeamama and Ofozoba (2023) are frequently faced with crises and conflicts that disrupt academic
activities and threaten the stability of these institutions. Crisis management and conflict resolution
are critical aspects of educational leadership in these institutions. However, addressing crises and
resolving conflicts in the context of Nigerian tertiary institutions is fraught with several challenges,
many of which are compounded by legal considerations (Ibe, 2022). These challenges, according
to Okoye and Ezeaku (2025) require educational leaders to navigate not only the practical aspects
of crisis management but also the legal implications of their actions. In this section, we explore
the major challenges faced by educational leaders in managing crises and conflicts in Nigerian
tertiary institutions, with a particular focus on the legal implications.

Political and Socio-Economic Instability: One of the major challenges of crisis management and
conflict resolution in Nigerian tertiary institutions is the political and socio-economic instability
that often permeates the broader society (Azubuike, 2025). Nigeria’s political climate, marked by
frequent changes in government, regional tensions, and civil unrest, can spill over into the
university environment. According to Ucheagwu-Okoye (2021) this instability often leads to
student protests, strikes by university staff, and disruptions to the academic calendar. Educational
leaders must navigate these volatile political and social climates while maintaining a functional
academic environment. For instance, during election periods, there is a heightened risk of student
activism that could lead to violent protests or confrontations with security forces (Okoye, 2025).
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Additionally, political ideologies and alignments can exacerbate tensions among students, staff,
and administrators, making conflict resolution particularly challenging.

Legal Implications: From a legal standpoint, Okechukwu (2025) and Osegbue, (2022) opined that
educational leaders must balance their response to crises with respect for constitutional rights, such
as the right to freedom of expression and peaceful assembly. If protests escalate into violence or
public disorder, university leaders must handle the situation in a way that does not violate students'
legal rights or lead to legal liabilities for the institution. The response to such political unrest must
align with national laws on public safety and security, which may involve engaging law
enforcement or other authorities, but in doing so, the legal rights of students must not be infringed
upon (Enwezor, & Obi, 2022).

Ethnic and Religious Tensions: Nigeria is one of the most ethnically and religiously diverse
countries in the world, and these differences often manifest in its universities (Ezeaku, 2025). The
country’s history of ethnic and religious conflicts, combined with the complex socio-political
dynamics of the Nigerian state, contributes to an environment in which ethnic and religious
tensions are common in university settings (Ucheagwu-Okoye, 2025). These tensions can manifest
in conflicts between students from different ethnic or religious backgrounds, resulting in clashes,
violence, or protests.

Educational leaders must possess the cultural competence and conflict resolution skills necessary
to manage these tensions (Nwankwo & Okoye, 2022; Onyekwelu, 2024). However, the challenge
lies in addressing such conflicts without deepening existing divisions or alienating certain groups.
Leaders must work to foster inclusivity, mutual respect, and tolerance among students and staff of
diverse backgrounds.

Legal Implications: From a legal perspective, the Nigerian Constitution guarantees the right to
freedom of religion and the right to freedom of association. Okaforcha and lloka, (2025) and
Osegbue and Nnubia (2020) reported that educational leaders must ensure that policies and actions
respect these rights while maintaining a conducive environment for learning. When conflicts arise
due to religious or ethnic differences, university leaders must take care not to infringe on
individuals' rights while also working to restore peace. Failure to do so could result in legal
challenges, particularly if any group feels discriminated against or unfairly treated.

Labor Disputes and Strikes: Labor disputes are a recurring issue in Nigerian tertiary institutions.
Staff unions, such as the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU), frequently engage in
strikes to protest government policies related to salaries, benefits, working conditions, and the
allocation of funds for higher education (lzuchukwu, Ugwaka, Arazu and Ezechi, 2023). These
strikes can disrupt academic activities for extended periods, impacting students’ education and
causing unrest on campuses.

Crisis management in such cases involves negotiating with unions, understanding the legal
framework for industrial actions, and working within the limits of institutional and government
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regulations (Abonyi, 2021). Educational leaders must also consider the broader political context
when handling such strikes, as they may be influenced by national economic conditions or political
decisions.

Legal Implications: Labor laws in Nigeria, including the Trade Union Act and the Labor Act,
provide a legal framework for managing industrial disputes in universities. Ucheagwu-Okoye,
(2025) and Nwabachili, lloka and Ucheagwu-Okoye (2022) reported that educational leaders must
ensure that their actions comply with these laws during strikes or labor unrest. They must also
respect the rights of employees to engage in collective bargaining and strike actions. At the same
time, university leaders must navigate the legal complexities of ensuring that industrial actions do
not infringe on students' rights to receive an education (Obumse & Egenti, 2021). Balancing these
competing interests is one of the most significant challenges in crisis management within Nigerian
tertiary institutions.

Student Protests and Civil Disobedience: Student protests in Nigerian universities are often
sparked by grievances related to academic policies, tuition fees, infrastructure, or political matters
(Ekwesianya, Okaforcha & Okeke, 2020). These protests can escalate into violent confrontations
with security forces, leading to injuries or fatalities, which then further fuel student unrest.
Educational leaders must respond to such crises with sensitivity and a strategic approach to de-
escalate tensions and prevent violence (Abonyi, 2020; Enwezor, 2021).

Managing student protests involves creating avenues for dialogue and ensuring that students'
concerns are addressed within the bounds of the law (Ojimba, 2024). However, in a context where
students often feel marginalized or disenfranchised, it can be difficult for university leaders to find
solutions that satisfy all parties.

Legal Implications: The right to protest and engage in civil disobedience is enshrined in the
Nigerian Constitution, but this right is not absolute (Nwakoby, 2025). University leaders must
ensure that their responses to protests comply with both national law and international human
rights standards. If protests turn violent, leaders may need to involve law enforcement agencies,
but they must do so in a manner that does not violate students' rights to freedom of assembly or
expression (Nwakoby & lloka, 2025). Furthermore, leaders must avoid any actions that could lead
to legal challenges for the university, especially in cases where excessive force is used or students'
rights are violated.

Legal and Bureaucratic Hurdles: The legal and bureaucratic landscape in Nigerian universities can
create significant challenges in crisis management and conflict resolution (Enwezor & Obi, 2022;
Abonyi, 2022; Onyekwelu, 2024). The decision-making process within universities often involves
multiple layers of bureaucracy, and leaders may struggle to implement timely solutions due to
administrative inefficiencies. Okaforcha and Okeke (2020) noted that this can be exacerbated by
the sometimes-contradictory policies at the federal, state, and institutional levels.
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In the context of crises such as strikes or student protests, Nwankwo and Ezeibe (2021) posited
that university leaders may find themselves in a situation where they must navigate complex legal
frameworks, engage with external stakeholders (such as government agencies), and coordinate
with various departments within the university. Delays in decision-making or unclear policies can
lead to the escalation of crises and create legal risks for the institution.

Legal Implications: The legal implications of bureaucratic delays in crisis resolution are
significant. Leaders may face legal challenges if the university fails to act swiftly or appropriately
in response to a crisis, particularly when students' rights are compromised or when institutional
policies are not adhered to (Enwezor, 2021; Okeke, 2022; Okeke & Okaforcha, 2025). For
example, failure to adhere to labor laws during a strike or failing to implement student protection
policies during a crisis can lead to litigation against the university.

Managing Media and Public Perception: The role of the media in crises and conflicts in Nigerian
universities cannot be overstated. Media outlets often play a significant role in shaping public
perception of university crises, and educational leaders must carefully manage their
communication strategies (lloka, 2025). Missteps in communication can worsen the situation,
leading to reputational damage, student protests, or even legal action.

Educational leaders must be transparent, clear, and strategic in their communication with both the
media and the public. In addition, Ethelmary, Nwankwo and Aroh, (2019) asserted that to
managing public perception, leaders must be aware of the legal implications of their statements,
ensuring that they do not inadvertently incite further unrest or defamation.

Legal Implications: The legal implications of media relations are multifaceted. University leaders,
according to Ezeaku (2019) must avoid making statements that could lead to defamation, slander,
or incitement of violence. They must also ensure that any legal actions taken against students or
staff (such as disciplinary measures or criminal charges) are handled in accordance with the law.
Additionally, public statements must respect the privacy rights of individuals involved in crises,
as violating these rights can lead to legal challenges (Nwankwo, 2022).

Crisis management and conflict resolution in Nigerian tertiary institutions present a range of
challenges, many of which are intertwined with legal considerations. Educational leaders must
navigate political and socio-economic instability, ethnic and religious tensions, labor disputes, and
student protests while ensuring that their actions align with legal requirements (Obumse, 2022;
Nonyem and Chimaa, 2020). The legal implications of these crises are significant, and leaders
must be well-versed in the relevant laws governing student rights, labor relations, and university
governance to avoid legal liabilities. By balancing effective crisis management with legal
compliance, educational leaders can mitigate the impact of crises, resolve conflicts, and ensure the
stability and success of Nigerian tertiary institutions.
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