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Abstract 

The protracted farmers-herders conflict in North-Central Nigeria has become one of the most 

critical security and humanitarian challenges facing the country today. Rooted in competition 

over natural resources, aggravated by climate change, governance failure, and ethnic tensions, 

the conflict has led to thousands of deaths, mass displacement, and widespread destruction. 

Media coverage of this crisis plays a pivotal role in shaping public perception, influencing 

policy responses, and potentially either de-escalating or intensifying hostilities. This study 

investigates the ethical dimensions of media reportage on the conflict, with particular focus on 

how journalistic narratives contribute to conflict dynamics and social cohesion. Drawing on 

the Social Responsibility Theory of the press, the research emphasizes the ethical obligations 

of journalists to promote fairness, accuracy, and peace-oriented reporting. A quantitative 

content analysis was conducted on 30 purposively selected articles from major Nigerian 

newspapers, including The Punch, Daily Trust, The Guardian, and Vanguard, published 

between 2020 and 2024. The findings reveal significant ethical lapses in reportage, including 

the use of inflammatory language, imbalanced sourcing, ethnic stereotyping, and sensational 

headlines. It advocates for capacity-building programs for journalists, establishing institutional 

editorial guidelines, and enhancing regulatory frameworks to ensure the adherence to media 

ethics in reporting conflict. 

Keywords: Conflict-sensitive journalism, Farmers-herders conflict, Media ethics, Media 

framing, North-central Nigeria, Peace journalism. 

Introduction 

The escalating farmers-herders 

conflict in North-Central Nigeria presents a 

multi-layered challenge with significant 

humanitarian, pol 

itical, and developmental 

implications. At its core, the conflict stems 

from competition over scarce natural 

resources - particularly land and water 

between sedentary agrarian communities 

and nomadic or semi-nomadic pastoralists. 

However, this simplistic binary hides the 

structural and systemic forces that have 

intensified these clashes over the years, 

including population growth, 

environmental degradation, weak 

governance structures, and socio-political 

manipulation (Blench, 2003; International 

Crisis Group, 2018). As scholars argue, 

"the conflict has evolved beyond mere 

resource competition into a more complex 

web of identity, politics, historical 

grievances, and contested state legitimacy" 

Okoli & Atelhe (2014, p. 83). The North-

Central region, often referred to as the 

Middle Belt, comprises states such as 

Benue, Nasarawa, Plateau, Niger, Kwara, 

and Kogi. These areas are ethnically and 

religiously diverse, making them 

particularly vulnerable to conflict 

escalation when inter-group violence 

erupts. Over the last two decades, clashes 

between farmers and herders have resulted 
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in thousands of deaths, mass displacement, 

and the destruction of livelihoods. 

According to Amnesty International 

(2018), more than 3,600 people were killed 

in herder-farmer conflicts between January 

2016 and October 2018; the economic 

losses are staggering as well; the 

International Crisis Group (2017) estimates 

the annual financial toll at approximately 

$13 billion due to destroyed farms, cattle, 

and infrastructure. In this volatile context, 

the role of the media becomes 

indispensable. The media serves as the lens 

through which the public interprets social 

reality and, as McQuail (2010) states, "not 

only reflects events but also frames them in 

ways that define their significance, 

establish causality, and assign blame or 

sympathy (p. 556)." The manner in which 

the media reports on the farmers-herders 

conflict can either promote understanding 

and resolution or fuel animosity and 

reprisal (Abdulbaqi & Ariemu, 2017; 

Albert, 2019).  

Ethical journalism is crucial in 

fragile environments. When media 

narratives become biased, inflammatory, or 

incomplete, they contribute to a process 

that Johan Galtung famously termed "war 

journalism"- a form of reporting that 

amplifies divisions, focuses on violence, 

and obscures root causes (Galtung & Ruge, 

1965, p. 71; Lynch & McGoldrick, 2005, p. 

XX). On the contrary, "peace journalism," 

as proposed by Lynch and McGoldrick 

(2005, p. 6), encourages the media to report 

conflicts in ways that de-escalate tension 

and foster reconciliation. According to 

Entman (1993, p. 52), "it actively shapes 

how audiences understand the conflict and 

what solutions they consider possible or 

acceptable." Hanitzsch (2007) warns that 

sensational practices violate the 

foundational ethical principle of journalism 

- truth-telling. As Udoakah (2003, p. 71) 

argues, "ethical reporting requires that all 

stakeholders be given a fair voice, 

especially in conflict situations where the 

stakes include human lives and communal 

peace." While such vulgar language may 

reflect the anger and frustration of affected 

communities, its use in journalistic contexts 

raises ethical concerns. As Ward (2015, p. 

133) explains, "Journalists must avoid 

terms that stigmatize groups or essentialize 

individuals into fixed categories of villain 

or victim." Ethical journalism demands 

sensitivity to cultural identities and the 

possible repercussions of language use. 

Furthermore, media ownership and 

political affiliations often influence 

editorial slants, particularly in conflict 

reporting. Oso (2012) notes that many 

Nigerian media houses are owned or 

financed by political elites, which affects 

story selection, framing, and tone. In the 

context of the farmers-herders conflict, this 

can translate into editorial positions that 

align with regional or ethnic interests, 

further polarizing the discourse. 

"Ownership inevitably shapes content," 

McChesney (2008, p. 69) warns, 

"especially where media regulation is weak 

and journalists lack institutional 

autonomy." Despite these challenges, 

media can and must play a constructive role 

in peace building. This requires adherence 

to journalistic ethics, continuous training in 

conflict-sensitive reporting, and a 

commitment to public interest journalism. 

As Pate (2011, p. 7) suggests, "Journalists 

should see themselves not as mere 

chroniclers of conflict but as potential 

mediators and educators who can help 

communities understand the issues at stake 

and envision peaceful solutions." Ethical 

journalism in conflict zones is not merely a 

professional obligation but social 

responsibility. The stakes are high, as 

Galtung (2006, p.17) warns, "media can be 

war-mongers or peace-makers, and the 

choice lies in how we choose to tell the 

story."  

Aims and Objectives of the Study  

The present study seeks to critically 

analyse how Nigerian media have reported 
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the farmers-herders conflict, with particular 

emphasis on the ethical dimensions of such 

reportage. Drawing on a robust theoretical 

framework (Social Responsibility Theory) 

and a systematic content analysis of news 

articles, the research aims to: 

1. Identify patterns of ethical breaches in 

media reportage of the farmers-herders 

conflict. 

2. Assess the implications of these ethical 

breaches for peacebuilding and public 

perception. 

3. Offer recommendations to promote 

more responsible and ethically 

informed journalism. 

4. Contribute to academic discourse on 

media ethics, peace journalism, and 

conflict reporting. 

5. Provide actionable insights for 

journalists, editors, media regulators, 

and policymakers. 

Literature Review 

The role of the media in conflict 

situations has received increasing scholarly 

attention, especially in societies 

experiencing protracted violence, weak 

institutions, and deep sociocultural 

divisions. This literature review critically 

engages with existing academic work on 

media ethics, conflict-sensitive journalism, 

and the reportage of the farmers-herders 

conflict in Nigeria. According to Christians 

et al. (2015), media ethics is not only about 

truth-telling or avoiding harm but also 

about "promoting justice, fairness, and 

social responsibility" (p. 26). Globally, 

media has played both constructive and 

destructive roles in conflict contexts. 

Galtung and Ruge’s (1965) foundational 

study on newsworthiness laid the 

groundwork for understanding how conflict 

is often prioritized in media reporting. 

However, the way conflict is framed has 

significant implications. McGoldrick 

(2005) introduced the concept of peace 

journalism as an alternative framework. 

Peace journalism encourages reporters to 

"avoid demonizing language, to give voice 

to all parties, and to explore the roots of 

conflict rather than simply reporting on 

violence" (p. 5). Empirical studies have 

shown that such practices can lead to more 

balanced and constructive media coverage 

(Shinar, 2007). African scholarship has 

highlighted the complicity of the media in 

escalating interethnic and religious 

conflicts. For example, Esuh (2006), in his 

study on media conflict coverage in Africa, 

concluded that "many African media 

outlets operate within frameworks heavily 

influenced by colonial legacies, elite 

interests, and donor pressures," limiting 

their independence and ethical fortitude (p. 

145). Similarly, Pate (2011) argued that 

Nigerian media has not developed strong 

internal regulatory mechanisms, leading to 

ethical lapses in the reportage of sensitive 

issues. In Kenya, the post-election violence 

of 2007–2008 revealed the dangers of 

unregulated media. As Ogenga (2010) 

notes, "vernacular radio stations played 

dual roles: some promoted peace, while 

others incited violence through ethnically 

charged rhetoric" (p. 103).  

The African Centre for the 

Constructive Resolution of Disputes 

(ACCORD, 2013) stresses that conflict-

sensitive reporting is not just a moral 

imperative but a strategic necessity in 

pluralistic societies. The Nigerian media 

landscape is vibrant yet fraught with 

challenges. Oso (2012) identifies 

ownership structure as a key determinant of 

editorial direction. He notes that "the 

majority of Nigerian media houses are 

owned by politicians or their affiliates, 

which compromises journalistic 

independence and fuels biased reporting" 

(p. 88). This observation is particularly 

relevant in the farmers-herders conflict, 

where ethnic and political allegiances often 

intersect. Abdulbaqi and Ariemu (2017), in 

their empirical study of newspaper framing 

of herders-farmers conflicts, found that 

"newspapers such as The Punch and 

Vanguard consistently framed the herders 

as violent aggressors, using language that 
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evokes fear and reinforces ethnic 

stereotypes" (p. 83). Such framing practices 

violate ethical standards of fairness and 

balance and contribute to conflict 

escalation. Adetula (2016) critiques the 

tendency of Nigerian media to oversimplify 

complex conflicts. He asserts that "the 

media's failure to provide in-depth analysis 

of the structural causes of the herders-

farmers conflict, such as climate change, 

land tenure systems, and state neglect 

prevents the public from understanding the 

full picture" (p. 21). This limitation 

weakens the media’s potential role in 

conflict resolution. Despite these criticisms, 

there are examples of positive media 

interventions. The Daily Trust newspaper, 

for instance, has initiated investigative 

series that include voices from both herding 

and farming communities. Such initiatives 

demonstrate that ethical and balanced 

journalism is possible within the Nigerian 

context, even under difficult conditions. 

The farmers-herders conflict has become 

one of the most reported issues in Nigerian 

media over the past decade. According to 

the International Crisis Group (2017), the 

conflict has claimed over 7,000 lives in five 

years and displaced thousands. This level of 

violence demands responsible reporting. 

Chiluwa and Ajiboye (2016), analysing 

online discourse around the conflict, found 

that "social media and mainstream media 

alike perpetuate ethno religious divisions, 

often portraying the Fulani as inherently 

violent or foreign" (p. 93). Such portrayals 

resonate with what Entman (1993) 

describes as "framing bias," where media 

selectively highlights certain aspects of 

reality to shape public perception. Adebayo 

(2020) highlights how media reportage of 

the conflict tends to ignore the historical 

symbiosis between farmers and herders. He 

writes, "the media's focus on isolated 

violent incidents without contextualizing 

long-standing cooperative relationships 

between communities erodes possibilities 

for peace" (p. 67). This aligns with the 

peace journalism approach that advocates 

for coverage of common ground and 

potential solutions. Furthermore, ethnic 

labeling in headlines and stories has been 

identified as a major ethical breach. For 

instance, phrases like "Fulani attackers kill 

20" are commonly used without 

verification of ethnic identity or motive 

(Olabode & Ajibade, 2010). This practice 

violates ethical guidelines on avoiding 

stereotypes and reinforces a monolithic 

view of entire communities. The literature 

suggests multiple strategies for promoting 

ethical and conflict-sensitive journalism. 

Lynch and McGoldrick (2005) advocate for 

journalist training in peace journalism, 

emphasizing techniques such as de-

escalation language, inclusion of all 

stakeholders, and contextual back 

grounding. These practices are essential in 

complex conflicts like that between farmers 

and herders. Udomisor and Kenneth (2013, 

p. 112) argue for institutional reforms, 

including the establishment of independent 

media ombudsman bodies to monitor 

ethical compliance. Other scholars focus on 

audience literacy. Ezeah and Ikenna (2015) 

emphasize the need for media consumers to 

critically assess media content. "Without a 

discerning audience, media bias and 

misinformation will continue to shape 

public opinion and fuel conflict," they warn 

(p. 134).  

Finally, digital media poses new 

ethical challenges and opportunities. While 

social media allows marginalized voices to 

be heard, it also facilitates the rapid spread 

of misinformation. As Eberl et al. (2020) 

note, "fake news and unverified claims 

about violent attacks are often amplified 

online, contributing to fear and reprisals" 

(p. 276). Journalists must adapt ethical 

standards to the realities of digital 

communication. This literature review 

reveals that media ethics and conflict 

reporting in Nigeria are intertwined with 

broader structural and institutional 

challenges. The farmers-herders conflict 

serves as a case study in how media can 

either exacerbate or help resolve societal 
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tensions. While existing studies have 

identified numerous ethical lapses in 

Nigerian media reportage, they also point to 

pathways for reform, including training, 

policy enforcement, and audience 

engagement. This study builds on these 

insights by empirically analysing Nigerian 

media content to assess adherence to ethical 

standards and explore how journalism can 

better contribute to peace and 

understanding. 

Theoretical Framework 

The Social Responsibility Theory of the 

press serves as the guiding theoretical 

framework for this study, providing a 

normative lens through which ethical 

standards in media practice are assessed. 

Originating from the seminal work of the 

Hutchins Commission on Freedom of the 

Press in 1947, the theory emerged as a 

critique and reformulation of the classical 

libertarian view of the media. While the 

libertarian model emphasized press 

freedom and minimal interference from the 

state, the Social Responsibility Theory 

posits that with freedom comes 

responsibility, particularly the 

responsibility to serve the public good by 

ensuring accurate, balanced, and fair 

reportage (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 

1956). The Hutchins Commission, formally 

known as the Commission on Freedom of 

the Press, argues that "the press was free 

only if it was responsible" and that freedom 

of the press was not merely a right but a 

moral obligation to society. The report 

emphasized that "the media should provide 

a truthful, comprehensive, and intelligent 

account of the day’s events in a context 

which gives them meaning" (Hutchins 

Commission, 1947, p. 21). This assertion 

remains especially relevant in conflict 

scenarios, where misinformation and 

sensationalism can escalate tensions and 

incite violence. Applied to conflict 

reporting, the Social Responsibility Theory 

functions as both a normative guide and a 

critique of contemporary media practices. It 

urges journalists to mediate, not exacerbate, 

conflict by avoiding inflammatory 

language, verifying sources, and presenting 

diverse perspectives. As McQuail (2010, p. 

149) observes, "social responsibility 

implies that media should accept 

obligations to society beyond their 

immediate economic and commercial 

interests." This principle is particularly 

pertinent in Nigeria, where media houses 

often operate under the dual pressures of 

commercial survival and political 

allegiance (Oso, 2012). In contexts such as 

the farmers-herders conflict in North-

Central Nigeria, the stakes are especially 

high. Media narratives have the power to 

either promote understanding or deepen 

hostility between communities. Lynch and 

McGoldrick (2005) contend that "the way 

in which journalists frame conflict has 

direct consequences on public perception 

and policy response" (p. 5). When reporters 

fail to maintain objectivity, omit context, or 

rely on ethnic or religious stereotypes, they 

risk amplifying hostilities rather than 

promoting reconciliation. The Social 

Responsibility Theory provides a 

framework for evaluating whether the 

Nigerian media is fulfilling its ethical 

obligations in this regard. Central to the 

theory is the principle of self-regulation, 

whereby journalists and media institutions 

commit to ethical standards voluntarily 

rather than through government imposition. 

However, the efficacy of self-regulation 

depends heavily on institutional culture, 

editorial independence, and the 

professional training of journalists, all of 

which remain inconsistent in the Nigerian 

media landscape (Uche, 1989; Albert, 

2019). Moreover, this theory foregrounds 

the importance of pluralism, insisting that 

media systems must reflect the multiplicity 

of voices within society. This includes not 

only elite or official perspectives but also 

the voices of marginalized groups. As 

Waisbord (2013) argues, "media have a 

responsibility to provide access to the 

spectrum of social and political views in a 

society, especially those that are routinely 

silenced" (p. 78). The practical implications 
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of this theory are manifold. It calls for the 

institutionalization of ethical journalism 

codes, the professional development of 

reporters, and the active monitoring of 

media content by both civil society and 

regulatory bodies.  

In Nigeria, the Nigerian Press 

Council (CPC) and the Nigeria Union of 

Journalists (NUJ) are tasked with 

upholding these ethical standards, but 

enforcement remains weak due to political 

interference and limited capacity 

(Akinfeleye, 2003). Despite its aspirational 

tone, the Social Responsibility Theory is 

not without critique. Scholars like 

Christians et al. (2009, p. 112) have noted 

that the theory sometimes lacks clarity on 

how to balance conflicting ethical demands, 

such as the tension between public interest 

and individual privacy. Additionally, in 

contexts of fragile state institutions, like 

Nigeria, where press freedom is frequently 

threatened, journalists may be unable to 

fulfill their ethical mandates even if they 

are willing. Nevertheless, the theory 

remains a valuable analytical tool for this 

study, particularly because it underscores 

the transformative potential of journalism 

when practiced ethically. As Adediji (2018, 

p. 44) affirms, “journalists must go beyond 

the mechanical dissemination of 

information to embrace a role that is 

socially responsible, ethically grounded, 

and peace-oriented.” This entails not only 

avoiding harm but actively contributing to 

solutions through conflict-sensitive 

reporting practices. In conclusion, the 

Social Responsibility Theory aligns with 

the core objectives of this study: to evaluate 

the ethical conduct of Nigerian media in 

reporting the farmers-herders conflict. By 

applying this framework, the study 

investigates whether journalists adhere to 

principles of accuracy, impartiality, and 

social accountability and how their 

reportage affects the broader dynamics of 

conflict and peace in the region. 

 

Methodology 

This study adopts a quantitative 

content analysis approach to investigate the 

ethical dimensions of media reportage on 

the farmers-herders conflict in North-

Central Nigeria. Content analysis, 

particularly in its quantitative form, is a 

robust technique for systematically 

interpreting textual data within its context, 

allowing for the examination of patterns, 

meanings, and ethical implications in media 

narratives (Schreier, 2012). As 

Krippendorff (2018) asserts, content 

analysis is “a research technique for making 

replicable and valid inferences from texts to 

the contexts of their use” (p. 24). In the 

context of this research, it facilitates a 

critical examination of the values and 

assumptions embedded in news reports 

concerning the conflict. A purposive 

sampling technique was employed to select 

30 news articles published between 2020 

and 2024.  

The selected newspapers - The 

Punch, Daily Trust, The Guardian, and 

Vanguard are among Nigeria’s most widely 

circulated and influential print media 

outlets. These outlets were chosen due to 

their national reach, diversity in ownership 

and editorial tone, and history of covering 

security and conflict-related issues. The 

sampled articles were selected based on 

relevance (focused directly on farmers-

herders conflict), prominence (featured as 

headline or lead stories), and frequency 

(consistent reportage across the period of 

interest). This sampling approach aligns 

with the recommendations of Neuendorf 

(2017), who notes that purposive sampling 

is appropriate in exploratory media studies 

where the goal is to extract meaning from 

information-rich texts. To guide the 

analysis, a coding framework was 

developed based on five core ethical 

journalism principles: balance, factual 

accuracy, neutrality of language, inclusion 

of multiple voices, and conflict-sensitive 

reporting. These principles are consistent 

with global standards such as those outlined 
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by the International Federation of 

Journalists (IFJ, n.d.) and the Nigerian 

Broadcasting Code (NBC, 2016). As 

McQuail (2010) notes, ethical journalism 

“entails responsibility toward the audience 

and society at large, not just to the employer 

or the market” (p. 164). Each article was 

examined to determine the presence or 

absence of these ethical indicators. For 

example, a story that quoted only 

government officials or local farmers 

without giving voice to pastoralists was 

flagged for lack of balance and inclusivity. 

The analytical process involved thematic 

coding and pattern identification. Articles 

were categorized according to emergent 

themes, including the use of inflammatory 

language, ethnic profiling, omission of 

socio-political context, and alignment with 

dominant political narratives. For instance, 

headlines like “Killer Herdsmen Strike 

Again” were coded under both 

inflammatory language and bias, echoing 

Lynch and McGoldrick’s (2005) critique 

that “language is never neutral but either 

escalates or de-escalates conflict” (p. 27). 

Additionally, findings were triangulated 

with secondary literature to enhance 

validity and contextual depth. This included 

peer-reviewed articles, reports from 

watchdog organizations such as the 

Committee to Protect Journalists (2018), 

and academic literature on conflict-

sensitive journalism (e.g., Hanitzsch, 2007; 

Ward, 2015). Triangulation helped 

corroborate patterns observed in media 

texts with documented critiques of media 

performance in Nigeria’s conflict zones. In 

summary, this methodology provides a 

rigorous and ethically informed lens 

through which to assess the Nigerian 

media's role in the farmers-herders conflict. 

By grounding the analysis in established 

ethical principles and qualitative rigor, the 

study offers credible insights into how 

journalism can either contribute to peace 

building or exacerbate divisions. 

 

Data Presentation. 

Visualisation of Tables 

Table 1: Distribution of Ethical Indicators in Sampled Articles 

Ethical Indicator Frequency (n = 30) Percentage (%) 

Balanced sourcing 8 26.7% 

Use of inflammatory language 12 40.0% 

Inclusion of herder perspectives 7 23.3% 

Headlines with sensational framing 16 53.3% 

Articles adhering to conflict sensitivity 9 30.0% 

 



Nasarawa Journal of Multimedia and Communication Studies website: https://njomacs.com 

Vol. 7 Number 2, August, 2025 

193 
 

Table 2: Types of Sources Cited in Articles published in the Reviewed Newspapers 

Source Type Number of Articles Quoting Percentage (%) 

Government officials 22 73.3% 

Local farmers 20 66.7% 

Herders or Fulani groups 7 23.3% 

Security agencies 17 56.7% 

Civil society/NGOs 9 30.0% 

Academics/Experts 5 16.7% 

Table 3: Language Framing Patterns in Headlines published in the Reviewed Newspapers 

Headline Language 

Category 

Examples Frequency Percentage 

(%) 

Inflammatory “Fulani Kill Again”, “Killer 

Herdsmen” 

12 40.0% 

Neutral “Communities Clash in 

Plateau” 

11 36.7% 

Peace-Oriented “Dialogue Urged Between 

Farmers, Herders” 

7 23.3% 
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Table 4: Ethical Breaches by Reviewed Newspapers 

Newspaper Imbalanced 

Sourcing 

Inflammatory 

Language 

Sensational 

Headlines 

The Punch Yes Yes Yes 

Daily Trust Moderate Rare No 

The 

Guardian 

Yes Moderate Yes 

Vanguard Yes Yes Yes 

Table 5: Ethical Journalism Elements Observed by Reviewed Newspapers 

Journalism Standard Examples from Articles Level of 

Compliance 

Fair Representation Multiple community perspectives Low 

Conflict Sensitivity Avoidance of ethnic labels Moderate 

Use of Verified 

Information 

Attributed quotes, confirmed facts High 

Avoidance of Stereotypes Neutral terms like 'armed men' Low 

Balanced Headline 

Framing 

‘Conflict Erupts in Benue 

Community’ 

Moderate 
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Table 6: Additional Ethical Concerns in Reporting 

Ethical Concern Description 

Omission of Socio-

Political Context 

Failure to provide background on root causes such as 

climate change, resource competition, governance failures, 

etc. 

Neglect of Peace 

Initiatives 

Exclusion of coverage on reconciliation efforts, dialogue, 

or community peace building activities. 

Alignment with Political 

Narratives 

Framing that echoes the interests of political elites or 

owners of the media outlet, at the expense of neutrality. 

Lack of Source 

Verification 

Publishing claims (especially in headlines) without 

confirming facts through multiple sources. 

Failure to Use Conflict-

Sensitive Language 

Not applying terms that de-escalate tension or frame events 

with empathy and nuance. 

Table 7: List of Sampled Ethical Issues 

Ethical Issue Description 

Imbalanced 

Sourcing 

Reliance on one-sided perspectives, often quoting only government 

officials or local farmers without including herders’ voices. 

Inflammatory 

Language 

Use of emotive, hostile, or ethnically charged terms such as 'killer 

herdsmen,' 'Fulani invaders,' etc. 

Lack of 

Inclusivity 

Absence of multiple stakeholder perspectives, especially 

underrepresentation of herders, women, and displaced persons. 

Sensational 

Headlines 

Headlines designed for emotional impact rather than accuracy or 

balance; often exaggerating or decontextualizing events. 
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  Table 8: Headlines from The Punch Newspaper (8 Articles) 

Date Headline 

March 14, 2020 Fulani Herdsmen Slaughter Villagers in Benue 

July 3, 2021 Farmers Flee as Herders Invade Nasarawa Communities 

April 9, 2022 We’re No Longer Safe, Say Benue Residents 

October 20, 2023 Bloody Clash Between Farmers and Herdsmen in Guma 

January 18, 2024 Terror on the Plateau: 25 Killed in Overnight Attack 

August 9, 2020 Herdsmen Sack Benue Communities Over Farmland Dispute 

December 13, 2021 Miyetti Allah Warns FG Over Anti-Grazing Laws 

May 6, 2023 Farming Season Threatened Amid Renewed Clashes 

Table 9: Headlines from Daily Trust Newspaper (8 Articles) 

Date Headline 

February 8, 2020 Benue Leaders Accuse Security Agencies of Bias 

August 12, 2021 Herders Decry Stigmatization in National Media 

November 3, 2022 We Want Dialogue, Not War – Miyetti Allah 

May 15, 2023 Grazing Routes Controversy Divides Senate 

December 5, 2024 Peace Talks Break Down in Nasarawa 

June 18, 2020 Farmers, Herders Trade Blame Over Fresh Killings 

March 9, 2022 Community Urges FG to Mediate Land Dispute 

October 10, 2023 Women Protest Killings in Middle Belt Region 
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Table 10: Headlines from The Guardian Newspaper (7 Articles) 

Date Headline 

January 28, 2020 Herdsmen Kill 15 in Southern Kaduna Raid 

June 7, 2021 Calls for State Police Grow After Plateau Killings 

September 25, 2022 Ethnic Profiling, Media Bias and the Farmer Crisis 

February 17, 2023 FG, Governors Disagree on Anti-Open Grazing Laws 

August 30, 2024 Fulani Communities Protest Military Raids 

November 16, 2020 Herdsmen-Farmers Clashes Threaten Food Security 

April 14, 2024 Conflict Escalation Linked to Policy Gaps 

Table 11: Headlines from Vanguard Newspaper (7 Articles) 

Date Headline 

April 2, 2020 20 Farmers Slain by Armed Herdsmen in Taraba 

July 22, 2021 Outrage in Benue Over Killing of Pregnant Woman 

October 11, 2022 Fulani Terror: Again, Plateau Bleeds 

March 19, 2023 Communal Crisis: Over 1,000 Displaced in Nasarawa 

November 29, 2024 Why the Killings May Not End Soon – Conflict Analyst 

May 11, 2020 Farmers Call for FG Intervention After Herdsmen Attack 

January 4, 2022 Vanguard Editorial: Journalism in Times of Ethnic Tension 
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Table 12: Summary of Sampled Newspaper Articles 

Newspaper / Attribute Details 

The Punch 8 articles 

Daily Trust 8 articles 

The Guardian 7 articles 

Vanguard 7 articles 

Total 30 articles 

Time Frame 2020–2024 

Selection Criteria Relevance, prominence, narrative tone, and source balance 

Findings 
The content analysis of selected newspaper 

articles on the farmers-herders conflict in 

North-Central Nigeria reveals significant 

ethical lapses that compromise media’s 

role in conflict-sensitive reporting. These 

lapses, detailed quantitatively and 

qualitatively, revolve around imbalanced 

sourcing, inflammatory language, lack of 

diverse perspectives, and sensationalized 

headlines, all of which bear important 

consequences for media ethics, social 

cohesion, and conflict dynamics. 

Ethical Indicators and Patterns:   

Analysis of 30 articles shows only 

26.7% employed balanced sourcing, 

highlighting a predominant reliance on 

limited voices. Use of inflammatory 

language was evident in 40%, and more 

than half (53.3%) of the headlines were 

sensationally framed, often emphasizing 

violence without sufficient context or 

nuance. Meanwhile, only 23.3% of the 

articles included perspectives from herders, 

an essential stakeholder group. Articles 

strictly adhering to conflict-sensitive 

reporting principles comprised just 30% of 

the sample (Table 1). 

Source Representation:  

The sources relied upon also expose 

imbalance: government officials were 

quoted in 73.3% of articles, local farmers in 

66.7%, yet herders or Fulani groups 

appeared in only 23.3%. This limited 

diversity risks marginalizing key voices 

and simplifies the complex socio-political 

realities underlying the conflict (Table 2). 

Such skewed sourcing practices affirm 

Shoemaker and Reese's (2014) assertion of 

gatekeeping that favors elite power holders 

over marginalized groups. 

Headline Framing and Language:  

Headline analysis categorizes 40% 

as inflammatory, featuring terms like 

“Killer Herdsmen” or “Fulani Kill Again,” 

while neutral and peace-oriented headlines 

occurred less frequently at 36.7% and 

23.3%, respectively. The dominance of 

emotionally charged and sensational 



Nasarawa Journal of Multimedia and Communication Studies website: https://njomacs.com 

Vol. 7 Number 2, August, 2025 

199 
 

language, warned against by Galtung and 

Ruge (1965), potentially fuels tension and 

deepens ethnic divides. The International 

Federation of Journalists underscores the 

imperative to avoid stigmatization in 

conflict reporting, a standard the coverage 

often falls short of meeting (Table 3). 

Newspaper-Specific Ethical Breaches:  

Differential ethical breaches are 

discerned across newspapers. The Punch, 

Vanguard, and The Guardian routinely 

exhibited imbalanced sourcing, 

inflammatory language, and sensational 

headlines. Daily Trust comparatively 

demonstrated more restraint with moderate 

sourcing imbalance, rare inflammatory use, 

and absence of sensational headlines, 

suggesting editorial variances in 

journalistic standards (Table 4). 

Assessment of Journalism Standards 

Compliance: 

Evaluations against core journalism 

standards found fair representation of 

multiple community perspectives to be low, 

with conflict sensitivity receiving moderate 

scores due to occasional avoidance of 

ethnic labels. Use of verified information 

was high, indicating factual accuracy 

remains a relative strength. However, 

avoidance of stereotypes was poor, and 

balanced headline framing was only 

moderate, mirroring overall ethical 

shortcomings in inclusivity and framing 

(Table 5) 

Additional Ethical Concerns:   

Wider systemic issues, including 

omission of socio-political context, neglect 

of peace initiatives, alignment with political 

narratives favoring elites, lack of source 

verification, and failure to employ conflict-

sensitive language, further undermine 

reporting quality (Table 6). These 

compound the sampled ethical issues of 

bias, inflammatory language, exclusivity, 

and sensationalism (Table 7). 

Illustrative Headlines:  

Headlines from newspapers such as 

The Punch illustrate these trends vividly, 

with emotionally charged reporting like 

“Fulani Herdsmen Slaughter Villagers in 

Benue” and “Terror on the Plateau: 25 

Killed in Overnight Attack,” further 

underscoring the pervasiveness of 

sensationalism contrasted with relatively 

more balanced headlines in Daily Trust and 

others (Tables 8–11). 

This synthesis aligns the 

quantitative data with qualitative 

interpretation, providing a comprehensive, 

data-driven discussion structured to reflect 

your research objectives. If you wish, I can 

also assist in formatting these findings into 

publication-ready scientific tables or 

graphical visualizations. 

Discussion of Findings 

The findings of this study reveal a 

concerning pattern of ethical breaches in 

Nigerian media reportage on the farmers-

herders conflict, highlighting the urgent 

need for more responsible, balanced, and 

conflict-sensitive journalism. In contexts of 

persistent violence and inter-group 

tensions, such as North-Central Nigeria, the 

media's role extends far beyond 

information dissemination - it becomes a 

crucial actor in shaping narratives, public 

perception, and even the trajectory of the 

conflict itself. Ethical journalism, therefore, 

is not merely a professional obligation; it is 

a societal imperative. One of the most 

critical observations is the prevalence of 

biased framing in media reports. In many 

instances, herders are consistently 

portrayed as the aggressors, with little to no 

contextual background offered to explain 

the socio-economic, environmental, and 

historical dynamics driving their actions. 

This lopsided representation aligns with 

what Galtung and Ruge (1965) termed the 

“elite person bias” and “negativity bias” in 

media reportage, where violent or 

sensational aspects of a story are prioritized 

to draw public attention. This phenomenon 

is not unique to Nigeria. Hanitzsch (2007) 
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asserts that across conflict-prone societies, 

journalists often adopt “patriot” or “tribal” 

stances, resulting in ethnocentric narratives 

that marginalize the 'other'. In Nigeria, this 

is further complicated by political 

affiliations and media ownership structures. 

Oso (2012) notes that “the media often 

serves as an extension of political interests, 

and in conflict situations, this translates into 

ethnically charged and polarized 

reportage.” The findings of this study 

support this assertion, revealing how media 

houses - especially those linked to regional 

elites amplify narratives that align with the 

interests of their stakeholders, often at the 

expense of truth and neutrality. 

Sensationalism is another ethical lapse 

observed in the selected news articles.  

Headlines such as “Fulani Kill 

Again in Benue” or “Herdsmen Slaughter 

Farmers in Plateau” are emotionally 

charged and lacking in nuance. This kind of 

sensationalism feeds into public fear, 

deepens ethnic divisions, and may provoke 

retaliatory violence. Media stereotyping of 

marginalized groups, especially during 

conflict, also plays a significant role in 

shaping public opinion and entrenching 

social prejudices. Abdulbaqi and Ariemu 

(2017) argue that “media narratives are 

often constructed around dominant social 

stereotypes, which are reproduced and 

legitimized through repetitive coverage.” In 

response to these challenges, the concept of 

conflict-sensitive journalism has emerged 

as a viable alternative to mainstream 

practices. According to Lynch and 

McGoldrick (2005), conflict-sensitive 

journalism “seeks to avoid inflaming 

tensions and instead aims to de-escalate 

conflict by providing contextual, balanced, 

and empathetic reporting.” It is based on 

principles of inclusivity, neutrality, and 

solution-oriented storytelling. Importantly, 

it does not equate neutrality with passivity 

but encourages active engagement with all 

sides of a conflict to uncover root causes 

and potential resolutions. The ethical 

mandate for inclusivity cannot be 

overstated. As Pate (2011) rightly observes, 

“any media that fails to reflect the voices of 

all stakeholders in a conflict loses its 

credibility and moral legitimacy.” This 

study’s findings show that only a fraction of 

the analysed articles included herder 

perspectives or expert commentary on the 

structural causes of the conflict. This lack 

of diverse sourcing limits the audience’s 

understanding of the multifaceted nature of 

the crisis and reinforces one-sided 

narratives. In contrast, balanced reporting 

creates space for empathy, fostering a 

media environment where understanding is 

prioritized over outrage. Another vital 

element of conflict-sensitive journalism is 

the careful use of language. Language is 

never neutral; it shapes how reality is 

perceived. Terms like “killer herdsmen” or 

“terrorist nomads” are value-laden and 

inherently dehumanizing. Ward (2015) 

reminds us that “ethical journalism must 

avoid language that stigmatizes or incites 

hatred,” especially in volatile contexts. 

Journalists must be trained to recognize the 

power of words and to choose them 

carefully, balancing the need to report facts 

with the responsibility to avoid harm. 

Media outlets must also prioritize internal 

reforms, particularly through 

institutionalizing ethical editorial policies. 

Folarin (1998) and McQuail (2010) both 

argue for the importance of self-regulation 

and editorial independence, especially in 

politically charged environments. Clear 

policies that outline ethical standards for 

conflict reporting, source verification, and 

language use can serve as internal checks 

against sensationalism and bias. Moreover, 

such policies should be enforced by 

editorial boards that are insulated from 

external political or commercial pressure. 

Training and capacity-building initiatives 

for journalists are also essential. Many 

reporters, especially those operating in rural 

or conflict-affected regions, lack formal 

training in ethical and conflict-sensitive 

journalism. The International Federation of 

Journalists (IFJ, n.d.) recommends 

continuous professional development 
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programs focused on ethical decision-

making, trauma reporting, and the socio-

political dynamics of conflicts. This aligns 

with the call by Albert (2019), who 

emphasizes that “professionalizing conflict 

journalism is critical to the peace building 

process in Africa.” Furthermore, media 

regulatory bodies such as the Nigerian 

Press Council and the Broadcasting 

Organization of Nigeria must strengthen 

their oversight functions. Ethical 

compliance should not be left entirely to 

individual discretion. As Lynch (2008) 

points out, “there is a thin line between 

press freedom and irresponsible journalism, 

and it is the role of regulators to draw and 

maintain that line.” Finally, the media’s 

role as a peace-building agent must be 

actively embraced. Journalism should not 

only expose problems but also illuminate 

solutions. Reporting on inter-communal 

dialogue initiatives, peace-building efforts, 

and traditional conflict resolution 

mechanisms can help counteract the 

dominant narrative of violence and 

destruction.  

As Anyadike (2009) suggests, “the 

media must transcend its role as a mirror of 

society and become an architect of peace.” 

The findings of this study underscore the 

deep ethical responsibilities that journalists 

bear in conflict contexts. Biased framing, 

sensational language, and exclusionary 

narratives are not mere journalistic flaws, 

but are potential catalysts for violence. 

Conversely, inclusive, balanced, and 

ethically grounded reportage has the power 

to de-escalate tensions, foster 

understanding, and contribute to long-term 

peace. As Nigeria continues to grapple with 

complex inter-group conflicts, the need for 

conflict-sensitive journalism is not just 

desirable but it is essential. 

Conclusion 

Ethical considerations in media 

reportage of the farmers-herders conflict in 

North-Central Nigeria are not merely 

academic concerns - they are fundamental 

to the health of democratic discourse, the 

protection of human rights, and the 

promotion of peaceful coexistence. As this 

study has demonstrated, media narratives 

significantly shape public perceptions of 

conflict, influencing both societal attitudes 

and policy responses. When media 

practitioners fail to uphold ethical 

standards, by engaging in biased reporting, 

sensationalism, or neglecting the 

representation of all parties involved - they 

risk inflaming tensions, reinforcing 

dangerous stereotypes, and undermining 

peace-building efforts. The findings of this 

study clearly reveal that many Nigerian 

media outlets fall short in applying the 

principles of conflict-sensitive journalism. 

Rather than acting as impartial conveyors 

of information, they often become 

instruments through which certain political, 

ethnic, or ideological narratives are 

amplified. This dynamic undermines the 

core responsibilities of the press as outlined 

in the Social Responsibility Theory, which 

calls for accuracy, balance, fairness, and a 

commitment to the public good (Folarin, 

1998; Ward, 2015). Nonetheless, the media 

also possesses immense potential to act as a 

catalyst for peace and reconciliation. By 

adhering to ethical journalism standards, 

the press can help demystify the 

complexities of the farmers-herders 

conflict, amplify marginalized voices, and 

promote mutual understanding. Ethical 

journalism does not mean avoiding difficult 

truths; rather, it means presenting those 

truths with empathy, contextual awareness, 

and a dedication to minimizing harm. In 

doing so, journalists contribute not only to 

public knowledge but also to the healing of 

fractured communities. Conflict-sensitive 

journalism requires deliberate and 

sustained effort. It must be supported by 

institutional policies, professional training, 

and a culture of accountability within media 

organizations. Moreover, collaboration 

between journalists, academics, civil 

society, and policymakers is essential to 

build a media ecosystem capable of 

reporting responsibly in times of crisis. 
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This is especially critical in a multi-ethnic, 

religiously diverse society like Nigeria, 

where the stakes of divisive narratives are 

extraordinarily high. 

Implications and Recommendations 

Media organizations and journalism 

schools must implement continuous 

training programs focused on ethical 

standards and conflict-sensitive reporting 

techniques. This includes education on the 

risks of inflammatory language, the 

importance of balanced sourcing, and the 

ethical challenges of reporting from volatile 

environments. Newsrooms should adopt 

comprehensive editorial guidelines that 

prioritize impartiality, fact-checking, and 

the protection of vulnerable populations. 

These policies must be clearly 

communicated and enforced across all 

levels of media production. Journalists 

should be encouraged to diversify their 

sources, ensuring that voices from all sides 

of a conflict are represented. This includes 

farmers, herders, local leaders, women, 

youth, and displaced persons. Such 

inclusivity helps build a fuller picture of the 

conflict’s root causes and impacts. 

Regulatory bodies such as the Nigerian 

Press Council and the National 

Broadcasting Commission must play a 

proactive role in monitoring conflict-

related media content. Mechanisms should 

be established for sanctioning unethical 

practices and rewarding responsible 

journalism. There is a growing need for 

initiatives that enhance public media 

literacy. Audiences must be empowered to 

critically evaluate the media they consume, 

recognize bias, and demand higher 

standards of reporting. Public forums, 

media watch groups, and educational 

campaigns can play a crucial role in this 

regard 
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