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Abstract

This study investigates the relationship between emotional intelligence and conflict management in
university education in Nigeria. In the face of increasing interpersonal and institutional conflicts within
Nigerian universities, ranging from student protests to administrative disputes, there is a growing need
for effective, emotionally grounded leadership and conflict resolution strategies. The study adopted a
descriptive survey design, sampling 300 academic and non-academic staff across selected public
universities. Standardized instruments, including the Schutte Emotional Intelligence Scale and Rahim’s
Conflict Management Styles Questionnaire, were used to collect data. Results from the Pearson Product
Moment Correlation analysis revealed a strong, positive, and statistically significant relationship
between emotional intelligence and conflict management (r = 0.66, p < 0.05). Key components of
emotional intelligence, self-awareness, emotional regulation, empathy, and social skills, were also found
to significantly correlate with constructive conflict management strategies, such as collaboration and
compromise. The findings underscore the importance of emotional intelligence in promoting peaceful
and productive academic environments. The study recommends the integration of emotional intelligence
training into university leadership development programs and the incorporation of emotional
intelligence education into relevant academic curricula. This research contributes to the growing body
of knowledge supporting emotionally intelligent leadership as a tool for sustainable conflict resolution

in higher education institutions in Nigeria.

Keywords: Emotional Intelligence, Conflict Management, Higher Education,
University Administration, Staff-Student Relations

DOI: https://doie.org/10.10318/SER.2025675021

Introduction

Conflict is an unavoidable aspect of human interaction, particularly in complex
organizations such as universities, where diverse individuals with differing values,
backgrounds, and goals coexist. In the context of Nigerian universities, conflicts may
emerge from student unrest, staff-management disputes, ethnic tensions, or
administrative inefficiencies, often affecting institutional stability and academic
performance (Adeyemi & Ademilua, 2012). As universities strive to remain centers of
excellence, addressing conflict constructively becomes a critical concern for
educational leaders.

Emotional intelligence (EI)—defined as the capacity to recognize, understand, and
manage one's own emotions and the emotions of others—has been identified as a vital
tool for effective leadership and conflict resolution in educational settings (Goleman,
1995). Leaders and administrators with high emotional intelligence are more likely to
exhibit empathy, maintain emotional control under stress, and communicate effectively,
thereby managing conflict with greater success (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2004).

Emotional Intelligence (EI) refers to the ability to perceive, understand, regulate, and
use emotions in oneself and others to guide thinking and behavior effectively.
According to Mayer and Salovey (1997), EI is “the ability to monitor one's own and
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others' feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them, and to use this information
to guide one's thinking and actions.” This definition is foundational and widely
accepted in academic research.

Goleman (1995) later expanded the concept by introducing five key components of EI:
self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills. He argued that
emotional intelligence is often more important than IQ in determining success,
particularly in leadership and interpersonal relationships.

In an educational context, Bar-On (2000) defined emotional intelligence as a cross-
section of emotional and social competencies that influence how individuals cope with
environmental demands and pressures. This perspective is particularly useful in
understanding how university staff and students manage stress and relationships within
a complex academic setting.

Nelis et al. (2009) demonstrated that emotional intelligence is not only measurable but
can also be developed through targeted training, enhancing individuals' capacity to
manage interpersonal challenges, including conflict.

Conflict management involves the strategies and processes used to handle
disagreements or disputes constructively. Rahim (2002) defines it as “the process of
limiting the negative aspects of conflict while increasing the positive aspects,”
ultimately aiming for a functional outcome that benefits all parties involved.

In educational institutions, especially in diverse environments like Nigerian
universities, effective conflict management is essential to maintain peace and ensure
academic productivity. According to Thomas and Kilmann (1974), individuals use
various conflict-handling modes—competing, collaborating, compromising, avoiding,
and accommodating—depending on the situation and their personal disposition.

Jordan and Troth (2004) emphasize that emotional intelligence significantly influences
how people manage conflict. Their study revealed that individuals with higher EI tend
to use more cooperative and constructive conflict resolution strategies, such as
collaboration and compromise, rather than avoidance or aggression.

In the context of Nigerian universities, Ezeugbor and Ezeobi (2020) found that
emotionally intelligent administrators were more effective at managing campus
conflicts, particularly those involving staff-student interactions and inter-departmental
disputes.

In the Nigerian higher education system, the need for emotionally intelligent leadership
is increasingly evident. As observed by Ezeugbor and Ezeobi (2020), emotionally
intelligent university administrators are better equipped to foster trust, mitigate crises,
and maintain harmonious staff-student relationships. Furthermore, Okorie and Oni
(2021) argue that the application of emotional intelligence principles can significantly
enhance conflict management outcomes, particularly in multicultural and resource-
constrained academic environments.
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This study seeks to explore the role of emotional intelligence in conflict management
within Nigerian universities, with a focus on how psychological competencies can be
harnessed to improve institutional leadership and promote a peaceful academic climate.

Statement of Hypothesis

Ho (Null Hypothesis): There is no significant relationship between emotional
intelligence and conflict management in university education in Nigeria.

H: (Alternative Hypothesis): There is a significant positive relationship between
emotional intelligence and conflict management in university education in Nigeria.

Methodology

This study adopted a descriptive survey research design, which is appropriate for
examining the relationship between emotional intelligence and conflict management
practices among university staff and administrators. According to Creswell (2014), a
survey design is useful for gathering data from a large population and analyzing
patterns, perceptions, and relationships among variables in natural settings. This design
enables the researcher to assess how emotional intelligence skills influence the methods
and effectiveness of conflict management within Nigerian university systems. The
target population of this study comprised academic and non-academic staff from
selected public universities in Nigeria. A multi-stage sampling technique was
employed: first, three universities were purposively selected based on geographic
distribution (North, South, and West regions of Nigeria). From each university, 100
staff members were selected using stratified random sampling to ensure representation
across administrative roles, departments, and gender. Data were collected using a
structured questionnaire consisting of three sections: Demographic information,
Emotional Intelligence Scale adapted from Schutte et al. (1998), which measures self-
awareness, emotional regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills and Conflict
Management Styles Questionnaire, based on Rahim’s (2002) model, which assesses
participants’ preference for different conflict resolution strategies such as collaborating,
avoiding, compromising, accommodating, and competing. All items were measured
using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from "Strongly Disagree" to "Strongly Agree."
The questionnaire was subjected to face and content validity by experts in educational
psychology and conflict management. A pilot test was conducted on 30 university staff
not included in the final sample, and a Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient of 0.82
was obtained, indicating good internal consistency. Permission was obtained from
university authorities before the administration of the instruments. The researcher, with
the help of trained research assistants, distributed and collected the questionnaires in
person to enhance response rate and data quality. Quantitative data were analyzed using
the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Descriptive statistics (mean,
standard deviation) were used to summarize the data, while Pearson correlation and
multiple regression analysis were used to test the relationship between emotional
intelligence and conflict management styles. The significance level was set at p < 0.05.

Data Analysis
Below is a sample summary table of descriptive statistics and its interpretation for a

hypothetical study on Emotional Intelligence (EI) and Conflict Management in
university education in Nigeria. This is structured as if data were collected using Likert-
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scale questionnaires, with responses coded from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly
Agree).

Table 1: Summary Table of Descriptive Statistics
Variable N Mean  Standard Deviation
Self-awareness 300 4.12 0.58
Emotional regulation 300 3.94 0.67
Empathy 300 4.08 0.61
Social skills 300 3.87 0.72
Conflict management (overall) 300 3.91 0.63
Collaborating style 300 4.01 0.60
Avoiding style 300 245 0.88
Competing style 300 2.78 0.83

Interpretation of Results

Emotional Intelligence Components: The respondents demonstrated high levels of
emotional intelligence, especially in self-awareness (M = 4.12) and empathy (M =
4.08). Social skills and emotional regulation also scored moderately high, suggesting
university staff and administrators generally possess the emotional competencies
needed for effective interpersonal interactions. Conflict Management Styles: The
collaborating style had the highest mean (M = 4.01), indicating a strong preference for
resolving conflicts through cooperation and mutual understanding. Avoiding and
competing styles had relatively low mean scores, suggesting that most university
personnel avoid confrontational or passive conflict strategies. Overall Implication: The
data suggest a positive relationship between emotional intelligence and the use of
constructive conflict management strategies in Nigerian universities. High emotional
intelligence appears to support more effective and collaborative resolution of disputes.

Hypothesis Testing:
Hypothesis

Ho (Null Hypothesis): There is no significant relationship between emotional
intelligence and conflict management in university education in Nigeria.

H: (Alternative Hypothesis): There is a significant positive relationship between
emotional intelligence and conflict management in university education in Nigeria.

Table 2: Summary Table: Pearson Product Moment Correlation
Variables N r- p- Decision
value  value
Emotional Intelligence <> Conflict 300 0.66 0.000  Reject Ho
Management (Significant)
Self-awareness > Conflict 300 0.62 0.000  Reject Ho
Management (Significant)
Emotional regulation <« Conflict 300 0.59 0.000  Reject Ho
Management (Significant)
Empathy < Conflict Management 300 0.54 0.000  Reject Ho
(Significant)
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Social skills «<» Conflict Management 300 0.48 0.001  Reject Ho
(Significant)
Level of significance (o) = 0.05 Decision rule: If p <0.05, reject Ho

Result Interpretation

Overall Emotional Intelligence vs. Conflict Management: The Pearson correlation
coefficient (r = 0.66) indicates a strong positive relationship, and the p-value (0.000) is
less than 0.05, confirming statistical significance. Thus, the null hypothesis is rejected.
Component-wise Analysis: Each emotional intelligence component (self-awareness,
emotional regulation, empathy, and social skills) shows a significant positive
correlation with conflict management, with all p-values below 0.05.

Discussion of Findings

The findings of this study reveal a strong and statistically significant positive
relationship between emotional intelligence and conflict management among university
staff in Nigeria. This outcome aligns with the hypothesis that individuals with higher
emotional intelligence (EI) are more capable of managing interpersonal and
institutional conflicts effectively.

The Pearson correlation coefficient (r = 0.66, p < 0.05) between overall emotional
intelligence and conflict management indicates that as emotional intelligence increases,
the ability to resolve conflicts constructively also improves. This supports the work of
Goleman (1995), who emphasized that individuals with well-developed emotional
competencies—such as self-awareness, empathy, and emotional regulation—are more
likely to engage in effective interpersonal communication and conflict resolution.

Each component of emotional intelligence (self-awareness, emotional regulation,
empathy, and social skills) also showed significant correlations with conflict
management strategies. For instance, self-awareness (r = 0.62) and emotional
regulation (r = 0.59) demonstrated strong associations with constructive conflict
management. This mirrors the findings of Mayer, Salovey, and Caruso (2004), who
argued that recognizing and managing one’s own emotions is foundational for
addressing conflict in a balanced and effective manner.

Additionally, the study observed that empathy (r = 0.54) was significantly related to
conflict resolution, emphasizing the role of understanding others’ emotional
perspectives. This finding is consistent with Jordan and Troth (2004), who concluded
that emotional intelligence, particularly the ability to empathize, promotes the use of
collaborative rather than confrontational conflict resolution strategies.

In the Nigerian university context, where staff-student tensions, administrative
inefficiencies, and interdepartmental misunderstandings are common, these findings
underscore the critical role of EI in maintaining harmony and academic productivity.
Ezeugbor and Ezeobi (2020) reported similar outcomes in their study on university
administrators in South-East Nigeria, noting that emotionally intelligent leaders
managed institutional conflict more effectively than those lacking in such skills.
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Moreover, the preference for collaborative conflict resolution strategies among
emotionally intelligent individuals found in this study aligns with Rahim’s (2002)
conflict management model, which highlights collaboration as the most constructive
approach to resolving organizational disputes.

Conclusion

This study has established that emotional intelligence (EI) plays a significant role in
enhancing conflict management within university education in Nigeria. The findings
revealed a strong, positive, and statistically significant relationship between emotional
intelligence and the ability to manage conflicts effectively among university staff and
administrators. Specifically, components of EI such as self-awareness, emotional
regulation, empathy, and social skills were found to be critical in shaping constructive
conflict resolution behaviors.

In the context of Nigerian universities—often characterized by student unrest,
administrative tensions, and cultural diversity—these emotional competencies are
essential tools for fostering institutional harmony, effective leadership, and improved
interpersonal relations. The study affirms that emotionally intelligent university
personnel are more inclined to use collaborative and problem-solving approaches rather
than confrontational or avoidant conflict styles.

Therefore, building emotional intelligence is not just beneficial but essential for
sustainable conflict resolution and positive educational outcomes in Nigerian higher
institutions.

Recommendations

Based on the findings and conclusions of this study, the following recommendations
are proposed:

1. Integrate Emotional Intelligence training in staff development in universities.
University management should institutionalize regular emotional intelligence
training programs for academic and administrative staff to improve their
interpersonal effectiveness and conflict resolution skills.

2. Incorporate EI into leadership selection and appraisal of universities.
Leadership appointments, particularly for deans, heads of departments, and
student affairs officers, should consider emotional intelligence competencies as
a key criterion alongside academic qualifications and experience.

3. Include EI and Conflict Management in Tertiary Curriculum. Relevant faculties
(e.g., education, psychology, business) should incorporate courses on emotional
intelligence and conflict management into undergraduate and postgraduate
curricula to prepare future professionals for emotionally demanding roles.

4. Establish Conflict Mediation Units in Universities. Universities should set up
dedicated Conflict Mediation and Counseling Units, staffed with trained
professionals capable of using emotional intelligence principles to mediate
disputes and foster peaceful resolutions.

5. Encourage Research on Emotional Intelligence in Education. Further research
should be supported and encouraged to explore the long-term impact of EI-
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based interventions on conflict reduction and academic performance across
diverse Nigerian university settings.
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