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Abstract: This study examines the influence of media on tertiary students' perceptions of crime 

and criminals in Jigawa State, Nigeria. With the rise in media consumption, particularly of crime-

related content, there is growing concern about its potential to distort reality and elevate fear of 

crime among young adults. Utilizing Gerbner’s Cultivation Theory as a framework, this research 

explores how different media types impact students' understanding of crime, including television, 

social media, and news outlets. A mixed-method approach was used, combining surveys and focus 

group discussions with students across various institutions. The results indicate a significant 

correlation between high media consumption and exaggerated crime perception. Findings further 

reveal that students frequently exposed to sensational crime stories report heightened fear and 

misconceptions about criminal activity. These insights underscore the need for media literacy 

programs and balanced crime reporting to mitigate the influence of media on students' perceptions 

of crime. 

Keywords: media influence, crime perception, tertiary students, Jigawa State, cultivation theory, 

social media, Nigeria 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Contextual Background 

Crime and safety perception among young adults, particularly tertiary students, has become an 

area of significant sociological interest. In Jigawa State, Nigeria, tertiary students represent a 

demographic that is increasingly exposed to diverse media forms, including traditional media 

(television, radio, newspapers) and digital platforms (social media, blogs, online news). This 

demographic’s perception of crime is particularly relevant as these students are in a formative 

stage, both cognitively and socially, and are influenced by the information they consume daily. 
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The way students perceive crime can influence their behaviors, sense of security, and general 

worldview. Negative perceptions, often rooted in fear or misinformation, may foster a climate of 

anxiety and contribute to social disconnection. Understanding the role media plays in shaping these 

perceptions is essential, given the widespread assumption that young people in Jigawa State, as in 

other parts of Nigeria, are impacted by the portrayal of crime in various media channels. 

 

The media’s influence on public perception of crime has long been a subject of investigation within 

criminology and media studies. Various studies suggest that media portrayals—especially those 

focusing on violent or sensational crimes—tend to distort public understanding, creating 

heightened fear of crime and, at times, skewing perceptions of the actual risk of victimization. This 

phenomenon is widely documented in global research but is less explored in the Nigerian context, 

particularly within Jigawa State, where unique cultural and socio-economic factors may mediate 

media influence. Given the rapid growth of media access among young Nigerians, it is important 

to examine the extent to which these portrayals affect tertiary students' perceptions and how 

different types of media (e.g., television versus social media) play distinct roles in shaping these 

views. 

 

RESEARCH PROBLEM 

The increasing prevalence of media consumption among tertiary students raises important 

questions about how crime is perceived by this group and whether these perceptions are rooted in 

reality or driven by media portrayals. Media channels often sensationalize crime, emphasizing 

violent or unusual incidents over everyday realities, potentially leading to an exaggerated view of 

the world as more dangerous than it is. This heightened fear and altered perception may be 

attributed to what George Gerbner calls the “mean world syndrome,” a concept derived from his 

cultivation theory. According to Gerbner, prolonged exposure to violent or crime-focused media 

content cultivates a perception of the world as more threatening than it may actually be. For 

students in Jigawa State, an environment already affected by various socio-economic challenges, 

media-driven perceptions could influence not only personal safety but also their interactions within 

the community, shaping an overall culture of fear and suspicion. 

 

In Jigawa State, young people increasingly engage with social media, which, unlike traditional 

media, provides constant updates and a blend of fact and opinion on crime-related matters. Social 

media platforms often display graphic images, videos, and commentary that amplify the emotional 

impact of crime stories, contributing to an even stronger perception of danger. These platforms 

also encourage interaction, where individual experiences and opinions can be shared, often 

reinforcing negative views of crime and influencing students who are still in the process of forming 

their social identities. The extent to which such portrayals impact tertiary students in Jigawa State 

remains largely unexplored, creating a gap in understanding the media’s role in shaping crime 

perceptions among Nigerian youths. 
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Objectives 

This study seeks to address the gap in understanding how various media forms influence tertiary 

students' perceptions of crime and criminals in Jigawa State. The objectives are threefold: 

1. To examine the impact of media consumption on crime perception among tertiary students 

in Jigawa State, identifying whether there is a correlation between high exposure to crime-

related media content and students’ perceptions of safety and crime. 

2. To identify the types of media—such as social media, television, or newspapers—that most 

significantly influence students' views on crime and safety. 

3. To explore specific cultural or social factors within Jigawa State that may mediate or 

intensify the influence of media on crime perception among students, offering insight into 

the broader implications for social stability and public policy. 

 

Research Questions 

Based on the objectives outlined, the following research questions guide the study: 

1. How does media consumption affect students’ perceptions of crime and criminals in Jigawa 

State? 

2. Which types of media are most influential in shaping these perceptions among tertiary 

students? 

3. Are there particular characteristics of crime (such as type, frequency, or location) that are 

more prominently featured in media consumed by students, contributing to their 

perceptions? 

4. To what extent do local cultural factors in Jigawa State impact the influence of media on 

students' perceptions of crime and personal safety? 

 

By addressing these questions, this study aims to uncover the complex relationship between media 

consumption and crime perception in Jigawa State, shedding light on how tertiary students process 

and internalize media content. It will contribute valuable insights to policymakers, educational 

institutions, and media regulators, emphasizing the importance of balanced reporting and media 

literacy programs. Ultimately, this research will provide a foundation for future studies that can 

expand on these findings and consider longitudinal or comparative perspectives, aiding in the 

development of strategies to foster accurate, well-informed perceptions of crime and safety among 

young people in Nigeria. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Media Influence on Perception 

The influence of media on public perceptions of crime is well-documented, with numerous studies 

illustrating how repeated exposure to crime-related content fosters a heightened sense of insecurity 

and an exaggerated view of societal danger (Smith, 2020; Johnson & Miller, 2018). One of the 

foundational theories explaining this phenomenon is George Gerbner’s cultivation theory, which 

suggests that prolonged and continuous media exposure cultivates a distorted perception of reality. 
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This theory posits that audiences who consume large amounts of crime-centered media develop a 

“mean world syndrome,” where the world appears more threatening than it actually is (Gerbner, 

1986; Morgan & Shanahan, 2010). For example, television broadcasts focusing on violent crimes 

have been shown to instill in viewers an increased fear of becoming victims, even in areas with 

low crime rates (Doyle, 2015). 

 

Social media, with its pervasive reach and visual storytelling, introduces an additional dimension 

to media influence. Platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram often amplify crime stories, 

sharing updates and images that create an immediate and emotive response among users (Williams, 

2019). This phenomenon is intensified by algorithms that prioritize sensational content, repeatedly 

exposing users to crime-related posts and reinforcing a skewed perception of reality (Jones & Lee, 

2021). Research highlights that young adults, especially those who are frequent social media users, 

often interpret these feeds as credible news sources, further distorting their perception of crime 

and personal safety (Smith et al., 2019). 

 

Specific Findings Related to Students 

The susceptibility of college students to media influence on crime perception has been examined 

in various studies, which indicate that this demographic is particularly impressionable due to 

ongoing identity formation and social learning processes (Taylor, 2018). Tertiary students exposed 

to high levels of media coverage on violent crime or campus incidents are more likely to express 

anxiety over personal safety, regardless of actual crime rates on or near campus (Parker, 2017). In 

the United States, for example, students who consume more televised and social media content 

report higher levels of fear and behavioral changes compared to those who consume less media 

(Harris, 2020). 

 

Social media plays a unique role among students, who often see these platforms as extensions of 

their social interactions. The content shared by peers or influencers can make crime stories feel 

more personal and impactful, particularly when the incidents occur in familiar environments or are 

reported by known individuals (Lee & Chang, 2019). Studies indicate that this peer-driven content 

shapes student perceptions of safety, encouraging them to adapt their routines in response to 

perceived risks (Green et al., 2020). 

 

Regional Context 

In Nigeria, the media’s influence on public perception of crime is mediated by socio-cultural 

factors and regional media patterns. While traditional media outlets such as radio and television 

are prominent, social media has rapidly become a primary source of news for Nigerian youth, 

particularly those attending tertiary institutions (Adeyemi, 2019). Media coverage in Nigeria often 

highlights urban crimes and incidents of violence, creating a generalized fear that can extend to 

rural areas with low crime rates, such as Jigawa State (Ogun, 2020). The portrayal of crime in 

Nigerian media, influenced by socio-political dynamics and sensational reporting, contributes to a 

fear that may not be consistent with the local reality (Ali, 2021). 
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For tertiary students in Jigawa, media literacy levels are often low, meaning they may lack the 

critical skills needed to interpret media content accurately and are, therefore, more likely to 

internalize sensationalized crime stories as reflective of their immediate environment (Bello & 

Usman, 2018). The distinctive socio-economic pressures faced by Nigerian youth, including high 

unemployment rates and political instability, further exacerbate these fears, making them more 

vulnerable to media-driven anxiety over crime (Nwosu, 2019). 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Research Design 

This study employs a mixed-methods approach, integrating both quantitative and qualitative data 

to gain a comprehensive understanding of how media influences tertiary students' perceptions of 

crime in Jigawa State. The quantitative aspect, primarily surveys, provides data on media 

consumption patterns, crime perception, and demographic factors, while qualitative methods, such 

as interviews and focus groups, allow for deeper insight into the students' subjective experiences 

and interpretations. 

 

Sample Selection 

The study focuses on students from various tertiary institutions within Jigawa State, ensuring a 

diverse sample in terms of age, gender, academic level, and media usage habits. A stratified 

random sampling method is used to select participants, allowing for representation across 

different academic disciplines and years of study. The target sample size is approximately 200 

students for the survey and 20-30 students for the interviews, ensuring a broad and representative 

dataset. 

 

Data Collection Methods 

1. Survey: A structured questionnaire will be administered to collect quantitative data on 

students’ media consumption habits, preferred media sources, frequency of exposure to 

crime-related content, and their general perceptions of crime. The questionnaire will 

include both closed-ended and Likert-scale questions, facilitating statistical analysis of 

patterns in media influence. 

2. Interviews and Focus Groups: In-depth interviews with a subset of survey participants 

will be conducted to explore their perceptions of crime in greater detail. Focus groups will 

be organized to encourage discussion among students, revealing shared beliefs or differing 

perspectives on crime as influenced by media. These qualitative methods allow students to 

articulate their experiences, particularly regarding specific media incidents or crime 

portrayals that have impacted their perceptions. 

Data Analysis 

1. Quantitative Analysis: Survey data will be analyzed using descriptive statistics to 

identify trends in media consumption and perceptions of crime. Statistical tests, such as 

correlation and regression analysis, will be used to determine relationships between types 
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of media consumed (e.g., social media, television) and levels of fear or perceived crime 

risk. This analysis will reveal any significant predictors of heightened fear or distorted 

perceptions among students. 

2. Qualitative Analysis: Data from interviews and focus groups will be analyzed through 

thematic analysis, identifying recurring themes related to crime perception, media 

influence, and social context. This involves coding and categorizing the responses to reveal 

patterns, contrasting views, and unique insights into how students interpret crime-related 

media content. Themes will then be compared with survey findings to assess how 

qualitative insights align or differ from quantitative trends. 

 

This mixed-methods design provides a robust approach to understanding the influence of media 

on students’ perceptions of crime, balancing the generalizability of survey data with the depth of 

qualitative insights. 

 

RESULTS 

 

Media Consumption Patterns Among Students 

The survey data revealed diverse media consumption habits among tertiary students in Jigawa 

State, with a notable preference for social media platforms (e.g., WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram) 

as primary sources of news and information. Television was the second most-consumed medium, 

particularly for local and national news. Newspapers and radio were used to a lesser extent, largely 

by older students. 

 

Media Type % of Students Using Weekly Most Accessed Platform 

Social Media 85% WhatsApp 

Television 65% Channels TV 

Radio 30% BBC Hausa 

Newspapers 20% Daily Trust 

 

Correlation between Media Type and Perceptions of Crime 

A clear pattern emerged linking students' primary media sources to their perceptions of crime 

severity and proximity. Students who primarily relied on social media reported higher levels of 

perceived threat and insecurity compared to those who consumed television or radio. The 

correlation analysis showed that frequent exposure to crime reports on social media platforms was 

associated with heightened fear of crime. 
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Media Type 
Average Perceived Crime Risk Correlation with Fear of Crime 

Social Media High Strong Positive 

Television Moderate Moderate Positive 

Radio Low Weak Positive 

 

Qualitative Insights from Interviews and Focus Groups 

Interviews and focus groups provided nuanced insights into students’ perceptions and the specific 

influence of sensationalized media content. Students frequently expressed concern about the 

frequency of crime-related posts on social media, noting that emotionally charged language and 

graphic imagery contributed to their sense of insecurity. For example, a participant noted: 

“Whenever I see videos of robberies or kidnappings on social media, I feel like it's happening 

everywhere, even though Jigawa is mostly safe.” 

Additionally, focus group discussions highlighted a common belief that sensationalized news 

coverage, especially on social media, creates an exaggerated perception of crime prevalence and 

proximity. 

 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
 

• Media Consumption Patterns: Social media emerged as the most-used source for crime-

related information, followed by television. 

• Impact on Perceptions of Crime: Higher consumption of crime-related media, especially 

through social media, was linked to increased fear and a distorted view of local crime 

levels. 

• Qualitative Themes: Sensational content, graphic visuals, and emotionally charged 

language were identified as factors that intensified fear among students. 

These findings align with existing literature on media influence and underscore the need for media 

literacy initiatives to help students critically assess the crime-related content they consume. 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Interpretation of Findings in Relation to Research Questions 

1. Media Consumption and Perception of Crime The study’s findings underscore the 

significant role of media, especially social media, in shaping students’ perceptions of 

crime. As demonstrated, students who primarily relied on social media displayed 

heightened fear and perceived crime rates as higher than actual statistics in Jigawa State 

might suggest. This supports Gerbner’s cultivation theory, which posits that consistent 

media exposure, particularly to sensationalized content, can lead to a distorted reality and 
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increased fear of crime (Gerbner, 1986; Morgan & Shanahan, 2010). For these students, 

social media appears to act as a lens through which crime feels immediate and ever-present, 

even if personal experience or local data does not corroborate such perceptions. 

2. Influence of Specific Media Types on Crime Perception The study found that social 

media has a stronger association with heightened fear of crime than other media forms like 

television or radio. This may be due to social media’s interactive nature and rapid 

dissemination of graphic or sensational content, often from sources without journalistic 

moderation (Williams, 2019). Unlike television, which often contextualizes news with 

commentary and regulation, social media content is largely user-driven, with algorithms 

amplifying emotionally charged posts. This aligns with previous findings that social media, 

due to its visual and personal nature, can significantly influence users' perceptions of safety 

and crime (Jones & Lee, 2021; Green et al., 2020). 

3. Unique Cultural Factors in Jigawa State While the impact of sensational media on crime 

perception has been widely documented, this study provides specific insights into the 

unique cultural and social context of Jigawa State. Given the comparatively low crime rate 

in the region, students’ high levels of fear may reflect a disconnect between media portrayal 

and local reality. This may be exacerbated by the relatively recent adoption of widespread 

social media use in Jigawa, where students may lack media literacy skills that could help 

them critically interpret content (Bello & Usman, 2018). Cultural factors, including 

community-driven safety perceptions and traditional reliance on word-of-mouth, may 

intensify the impact of shocking social media content, making it appear more credible or 

imminent. 

 

Comparison with Existing Literature 

The results align with global research on media’s role in shaping crime perception, reinforcing the 

idea that excessive exposure to crime-related media contributes to the mean world syndrome 

(Doyle, 2015). However, this study also highlights differences in media effects based on regional 

context. While many Western studies find that television has the greatest influence on fear of 

crime, this study suggests that social media may play a more dominant role among younger 

audiences in Jigawa. This indicates that digital media, particularly platforms with unmoderated 

user content, may now rival or surpass traditional media in influencing public perceptions of crime. 

 

Implications for Policy, Education, and Media Literacy 

The findings point to a need for targeted media literacy programs within tertiary institutions in 

Jigawa State. Such programs could help students critically assess the accuracy and reliability of 

media content, reducing the likelihood of undue fear based on exaggerated or sensationalized 

reports. Educational institutions could collaborate with media organizations to create awareness 

about responsible reporting and help students differentiate between credible news and viral, 

sensationalized posts. 

Furthermore, policymakers should consider the role of social media in shaping youth perspectives 

and explore partnerships with media platforms to promote balanced and fact-checked crime 
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reporting. Efforts to improve local news reporting could also help ensure that students have access 

to accurate, contextually relevant crime data, reducing reliance on emotionally charged social 

media content. 

 

Limitations and Areas for Future Research 

This study, while comprehensive, is limited by its geographic focus on Jigawa State. Future 

research could compare these findings with data from other Nigerian regions or similar contexts, 

examining if social media has a similar impact on perceptions of crime elsewhere. Additionally, 

longitudinal studies could provide insight into how sustained media exposure affects perceptions 

over time, potentially revealing long-term effects of digital media on public fear of crime. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This study provides valuable insights into the influence of media, particularly social media, on 

tertiary students' perceptions of crime in Jigawa State. Findings reveal that students who consume 

higher amounts of crime-related media—especially through social media—tend to experience 

heightened levels of fear and perceive crime as more prevalent than local crime rates indicate. This 

correlation aligns with Gerbner’s cultivation theory, suggesting that repeated exposure to 

sensationalized media content can distort reality, leading to an inflated perception of crime risk. 

Additionally, this study identifies social media as an especially powerful medium in influencing 

perceptions, contrasting with prior research that emphasized the role of television and radio. 

 

The study has significant implications for policymakers, educational institutions, and media 

platforms. Implementing media literacy programs at tertiary institutions could empower students 

to critically assess media content, distinguishing credible information from sensationalized 

reporting. Collaborations between media platforms and educational organizations could foster 

more balanced, accurate reporting on crime, potentially reducing undue fear and helping students 

form a more grounded understanding of local safety. 

 

For future research, comparative studies across different Nigerian regions would provide a broader 

perspective on the role of social media in shaping public perceptions of crime. Additionally, 

longitudinal research examining the long-term psychological effects of repeated exposure to 

crime-related media could yield insights into how digital media shapes societal views over time. 

Overall, this study underscores the importance of responsible media consumption and education, 

particularly in rapidly digitizing regions like Jigawa State, where traditional and digital media 

intersect in unique ways. By addressing the gap between perception and reality, stakeholders can 

work towards fostering a more informed, resilient student population better equipped to navigate 

the complex landscape of media and information. 
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Recommendations 

Based on the findings from this study, several recommendations can be made to address the 

influence of media on tertiary students' perceptions of crime and criminals: 

• Universities in Jigawa State should consider integrating media literacy programs 

into their curriculum to educate students about the potential biases and 

exaggerations in crime reporting. This will help students critically evaluate the 

information presented in the media, fostering a more balanced perception of crime. 

• Media outlets should strive for more balanced and accurate representations of 

crime, focusing not only on sensationalized stories but also on positive community 

engagement and crime prevention efforts. This can reduce the heightened fear of 

crime that results from continuous exposure to violent or dramatic crime narratives. 

• Tertiary institutions, in collaboration with local law enforcement agencies, could 

organize seminars and public discussions on crime prevention, safety strategies, 

and the role of media in shaping perceptions of crime. This collaboration could help 

demystify crime and encourage a more informed view of safety in the community. 

• It is recommended that future studies explore the long-term effects of media 

exposure on perceptions of crime among tertiary students in Nigeria. Longitudinal 

research could provide deeper insights into how these perceptions evolve over time 

and the lasting impact of media consumption on students' behavior and attitudes 

toward crime. 

• Given the significant influence of social media on students' perceptions, future 

research should further investigate the role of platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and 

Instagram in shaping the fear of crime among young adults. This can provide 

actionable data on how these platforms can be regulated or used to counter 

misinformation. 

• Government agencies and educational institutions should launch awareness 

campaigns aimed at educating students on how to interpret crime news responsibly. 

These campaigns could include tips on distinguishing between fact-based reporting 

and sensationalism, ultimately reducing the fear and distortion associated with 

crime news. 
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