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Abstract 

Mental stress has become a significant psychological and social challenge in contemporary Nigerian 

society. Economic instability, unemployment, insecurity, academic pressure, and weakening traditional 

support systems have intensified psychological strain among individuals and communities. While 

biomedical and psychological approaches to stress management are increasingly emphasized, religion 

continues to play a central role in how Nigerians interpret and cope with mental stress. This article examines 

religion as a coping mechanism for mental stress in Nigeria, with particular emphasis on its implications 

for human relations. Drawing on interdisciplinary literature from psychology, sociology, and religious 

studies, the paper explores the nature and sources of mental stress in Nigeria, religious coping strategies, 

and the impact of these strategies on interpersonal relationships and social cohesion. The article argues that 

religion remains a vital resource for meaning-making, emotional regulation, and communal support. It 

concludes that integrating religious resources into mental health and social interventions can enhance 

psychological well-being and strengthen human relations in Nigerian society. 
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Introduction 

Mental stress has emerged as a critical concern in contemporary Nigerian society, affecting individuals 

across age groups, occupations, and religious affiliations. Rapid socio-economic changes, persistent 

unemployment, political instability, insecurity, and academic pressure have contributed significantly to 

increased psychological distress (Akinwale, 2010; Gureje et al., 2015). Mental stress refers to a state of 

psychological strain that occurs when individuals perceive that life demands exceed their capacity to cope 

effectively (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 
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In Nigeria, mental stress is not only an individual experience but also a social phenomenon with serious 

implications for human relations. High stress levels have been linked to family conflict, workplace tension, 

social withdrawal, and reduced community cohesion (Ojo, 2015; Omoniyi, 2016). Despite the growing 

prevalence of stress-related conditions, access to mental health services in Nigeria remains limited, and 

stigma surrounding mental illness continues to hinder help-seeking behavior (Gureje et al., 2015). 

 

Within this context, religion occupies a central place in Nigerian life. Nigeria is one of the most religious 

societies in the world, with Christianity, Islam, and African Traditional Religion shaping values, social 

norms, and interpersonal relationships (Olupona, 2014). Religious beliefs and practices provide meaning, 

hope, emotional comfort, and social support, making them important coping resources for individuals 

experiencing mental stress. This article examines religion as a coping mechanism for mental stress in 

contemporary Nigerian society and explores its implications for human relations. 

 

Conceptualizing Mental Stress 

Mental stress is commonly understood as a psychological response to perceived imbalance between 

environmental demands and individual coping resources (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Stressors may be 

acute or chronic and can arise from personal, social, economic, or environmental sources. In the Nigerian 

context, stress is often associated with poverty, unemployment, insecurity, academic pressure, family 

responsibilities, and health challenges (Akinwale, 2010; Omonzejele, 2008). 

 

Prolonged exposure to mental stress has been linked to anxiety disorders, depression, substance abuse, and 

psychosomatic illnesses (Koenig, 2012; Gureje et al., 2015). Mental stress also affects emotional regulation, 

decision-making, and interpersonal behavior, often leading to irritability, withdrawal, and conflict (Ojo, 

2015). These effects highlight the importance of effective coping mechanisms that address both 

psychological well-being and social relationships. 

 

Religion and Human Relations in the Nigerian Context 

Religion in Nigeria functions not only as a system of belief but also as a powerful social institution that 

shapes human relations. According to Mbiti (1999), African religious worldviews emphasize communal 

life, moral responsibility, and interconnectedness. Religious teachings across Christianity, Islam, and 

African Traditional Religion promote values such as love, patience, forgiveness, compassion, and respect 

for human dignity (Oladipo, 2009; Olupona, 2014). 
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From a human relations perspective, religion influences family structures, community interactions, and 

social cohesion. Religious institutions provide structured spaces for social interaction, moral guidance, and 

mutual support, particularly during times of stress and crisis (Afolayan, 2013). These relational functions 

make religion a significant resource for coping with mental stress in Nigerian society. 

 

Sources of Mental Stress in Contemporary Nigeria 

Mental stress in Nigeria arises from multiple socio-economic and structural factors. Widespread 

unemployment and underemployment have created economic insecurity, especially among young people 

and university graduates (Akinwale, 2010). Academic pressure, inadequate educational resources, and 

uncertain career prospects contribute significantly to stress among students (Omoniyi, 2016). 

 

Insecurity resulting from insurgency, kidnapping, and communal conflicts has further intensified 

psychological distress (Adesoji, 2011). Additionally, rapid urbanization and the gradual erosion of extended 

family systems have weakened traditional support structures that previously helped individuals cope with 

stress (Ojo, 2015). These stressors often strain human relationships, leading to increased conflict, 

frustration, and social fragmentation. 

 

Religion as a Coping Mechanism for Mental Stress 

Religion serves as coping mechanism for mental stress in variety of ways: 

 

 

 Meaning-Making through Religion 

Religion provides a framework for interpreting and giving meaning to stressful experiences. Religious 

beliefs often frame suffering as a test of faith, divine will, or an opportunity for spiritual growth (Pargament, 

1997; Park, 2005). In Nigeria, such interpretations help individuals cope with adversity by reducing feelings 

of helplessness and fostering hope (Oladipo, 2009). 

 

Meaning-making through religion enhances psychological resilience and enables individuals to maintain a 

sense of purpose despite difficult circumstances (Koenig, 2012). This process is particularly important in 

contexts of chronic stress, where external solutions may be limited. 

 

Religious Practices and Emotional Regulation 
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Religious practices such as prayer, fasting, meditation, chanting, and communal worship play a significant 

role in emotional regulation. Empirical studies have shown that prayer and meditation are commonly used 

as coping strategies among Nigerians experiencing stress and anxiety (Afolayan, 2013; Omonzejele, 2008). 

 

These practices promote calmness, self-reflection, and emotional release, contributing to reduced stress 

levels and improved mental health (Pargament et al., 1998). Rituals also provide structure and 

predictability, which can be psychologically comforting during periods of uncertainty. 

 

Social Support and Communal Care 

Religious communities in Nigeria serve as important sources of social support. Churches, mosques, and 

traditional religious groups offer emotional encouragement, counselling, material assistance, and a sense of 

belonging (Olupona, 2014). Social support from religious communities has been shown to buffer the 

negative effects of stress and strengthen interpersonal relationships (Koenig, 2012). 

 

Religious leaders often function as informal counsellors and mediators, providing guidance and emotional 

support to individuals experiencing stress (Afolayan, 2013). This communal dimension enhances the 

effectiveness of religion as a coping mechanism. 

 

 

Religion, Mental Stress, and Human Relations 

Religion contributes to healthier human relations by promoting values that mitigate the negative effects of 

mental stress. Teachings on forgiveness, patience, reconciliation, and empathy encourage constructive 

responses to conflict and emotional strain (Mbiti, 1999; Oladipo, 2009). In Nigerian families, religious 

values often promote mutual support and shared responsibility, reducing stress-related conflict (Ojo, 2015). 

 

At the community level, religious institutions foster solidarity and collective coping, strengthening social 

cohesion in the face of shared challenges. By reinforcing moral norms and relational ethics, religion helps 

individuals navigate stressful situations without damaging interpersonal relationships. 

 

Implications for Society and Institutions 

Recognizing religion as a coping mechanism for mental stress has important implications for Nigerian 

society. Mental health interventions that incorporate religious and spiritual resources may be more 

culturally appropriate and effective (Koenig, 2012; Omonzejele, 2008). Universities, healthcare 
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institutions, and workplaces can collaborate with religious organizations to provide holistic stress 

management programs. 

 

Interfaith dialogue and cooperation can also reduce stress arising from religious intolerance and social 

conflict (Olupona, 2014). Integrating religious perspectives into social policy and mental health initiatives 

can contribute to improved well-being and stronger human relations. 

 

Conclusion 

Mental stress is a pervasive challenge in contemporary Nigerian society, with significant implications for 

individual well-being and human relations. This article has demonstrated that religion remains a vital coping 

mechanism for managing mental stress in Nigeria. Through meaning-making, emotional regulation, social 

support, and moral guidance, religion enhances psychological resilience and strengthens interpersonal 

relationships. 

 

As Nigeria continues to face complex socio-economic challenges, integrating religious resources into 

mental health and social interventions can promote well-being and social harmony. Religion, when 

harnessed positively, remains a powerful force for coping with mental stress and fostering healthy human 

relations. 
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