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Abstract: This study examined the prevalence and consequences of sexual phenomenon as
perceived by religious clerics in North-Central Nigeria, with implications for counselling. Two
research questions and two null hypotheses guided the study. A cross-sectional survey research
design was adopted. From a population of 602 religious clerics, a sample of 234 clerics comprising
108 Muslim clerics and 126 Christian clerics was selected from Plateau, Kwara, and Niger States
using a multistage sampling technique. Data were collected using a structured instrument titled
Prevalence, Perception and Consequences of Sexual Phenomenon in Moral Institutions
Questionnaire (PPCSPMIQ). The reliability of the instrument was established through the test—
retest method, with data analyzed using the Pearson Product Moment Correlation Coefficient,
yielding a reliability index of 0.73. Descriptive and inferential statistics were employed for data
analysis. Mean scores and standard deviations were used to answer the research questions, while
the independent samples t-test was applied to test the null hypotheses at the 0.05 level of
significance. Findings revealed that sexual phenomenon is fairly prevalent in moral institutions as
perceived by religious clerics in North-Central Nigeria. The study further revealed that sexual
phenomenon was perceived to have varied and negative consequences within moral institutions in
the study area. Based on the findings, it was recommended among others that Religious institutions
should organize interdenominational seminars for religious clerics to promote and intensify
sermons and messages to the adolescents and youths on sexual abstinence, health sexual
behaviours and appropriate sexual conduct in order to reduce the incidences of unhealthy sexual
exploitation, teenage pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases.
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personal agency, sexual rights, and decision-making processes as individuals progress

from adolescence into adulthood. As a result, religious and moral institutions cannot be
N , considered detached from the extensive sexual realities shaping contemporary societies.
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rather than acknowledging its role in both reproductive control and the prevention of
sexually transmitted infections (Eggebeen & Dew, 2019). Within the Nigerian context,
there has been growing concern over emerging patterns of sexual exploitation involving
religious leaders, commonly described as clerics. Reports of sexual abuse perpetrated
against individuals under spiritual authority suggest a troubling deviation from
established moral expectations. Akerele (2022) argued that sexual misconduct has become
increasingly normalized within some Christian institutions, emphasizing that such
practices have assumed an institutional character, particularly among segments of
religious leadership. Parallel findings have been reported within Islamic religious
contexts, where studies by Razan (2020), Sifat (2020), and Hussein and Tajuddin (2021)
documented a noticeable escalation in sexual abuse cases involving Muslim religious
leaders, thereby eroding the ethical and spiritual foundations of Islam.

Empirical evidence further indicates that morally unacceptable sexual behaviours have
infiltrated religious institutions traditionally regarded as custodians of ethical instruction
and moral discipline. Such behaviours manifest in various forms, including sexual
deviance, extramarital relations, infidelity, sexual harassment, and rape, involving both
religious officials and adherents (McMaster, 2020). Importantly, sexual violence is not
confined to specific cultural groups or socio-economic categories. Global estimates from
the World Health Organization indicate that approximately one-fifth of women have
experienced sexual violence, while about 35% have been exposed to physical and/or
sexual violence by intimate partners or non-partners during their lifetime (WHO, 2015).
Despite the growing visibility of sexual phenomena, particularly within religious and
moral environments, open engagement with these issues remains limited. This hesitation
is largely attributable to deeply rooted socio-cultural norms that construct sexual matters
as taboo, controversial, and morally stigmatizing, often associated with shame and social
condemnation.

Against this backdrop, the present study examined the prevalence and consequences of
sexual phenomena as perceived by religious clerics in North-Central Nigeria, with
particular emphasis on the counselling implications of these experiences.

2. Statement of the Problem

In recent times, the prevalence of sexual immorality and misconduct in religious or moral
institutions has become a serious public concern to religious clerics,medical practitioners,
guidance counsellors, government in particular and society in general. These
stakeholders are disturbed by the increasing incidence of rape, prostitution, sexual
violence and abuse, sexual harassment and sexual perversion leading to unwanted
pregnancies, abortions, non-completion of schooling among adolescents, sexually
transmitted infections and diseases among others. More worrisome is the fact that these
sexual phenomenon are taking place in social institutions that are expected to provide
adequate sexuality education and protection to children, adolescent and youths in order
to make them less vulnerable to forceful or voluntary pre-marital sex and its
consequences for their sexual and reproductive health as well as personality and
educational development.

Considering the fact that healthy sexual behaviours are instrumental to developing a
society of sound, purpose-driven, and functional individuals, there is a need to address
the recurring cases of sexual phenomenon in religious institutions using research as a tool
to advocate for enhanced sexuality education.
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Purpose of the Study

The specific objectives of this study are to examine the:

i. Prevalent sexual phenomenon as perceived by Muslim and Christian Clerics in moral
institutions in North-Central, Nigeria.

ii. Consequences of sexual phenomenon as perceived by clerics in North-Central,
Nigeria.

Research Questions

The following research questions guided the study:

1. What are the prevalent sexual phenomenon as perceived by Muslim and Christian
clerics in moral institutions in North-Central, Nigeria?

2. What are the consequences of sexual phenomenon as perceived by Muslin and
Christian clerics in North-Central, Nigeria?

Hypotheses

The following null hypotheses were tested at 0.05 level of significance:

Hor: There is no significant difference between the perception of Muslim and Christian
clerics on the prevalence of sexual phenomenon in moral institutions in North-Central,
Nigeria.

Ho2: There is no significant difference between the perception of Muslim and Christian
clerics on the consequences of sexual phenomenon in North-Central, Nigeria.

3. Review of Related Literature

Sexual Phenomenon in Religious or Moral Institutions

Empirical research on sexual abuse within religious contexts consistently demonstrates
that perpetrators exploit positions of authority, trust, and moral legitimacy to groom
victims, often within environments characterized by secrecy and unquestioned loyalty
(McMaster, 2020). The institutional authority of religion frequently facilitates grooming
processes, as children, parents, and congregational members tend to place implicit trust
in religious figures. Sexual grooming in religious settings typically involves the gradual
normalization of boundary violations, beginning with non-sexual physical contact and
progressively escalating into sexual abuse, often without the victim fully recognizing the
inappropriate or abusive nature of the interaction (Raine & Kent, 2018).

In recent years, reports of sexual abuse within religious institutions have become
increasingly visible. Although the Catholic Church has received the most public
attention, clerical sexual abuse transcends Christianity and is evident across diverse faith
traditions. Documented cases have involved leaders within Baptist and Evangelical
churches, as well as non-Christian religious communities, including Muslim and
Buddhist groups (Trujillo, 2019). Ajayi (2019) similarly observed that resistance against
sexual violence in sacred spaces is longstanding and not confined to any single religion or
denomination.

Within southern Nigeria, the proliferation of Pentecostal movements has been
accompanied by intense competition among pastors who claim prophetic authority,
miraculous powers, and divine favour. Some self-acclaimed prophets have been
implicated in immoral and fraudulent practices, including the sexual exploitation of
women who constitute the majority of their followers. Such exploitation is often justified
through spiritual narratives, including promises of healing or “spiritual cleansing”
(Agazue, 2016).

Ayodele (2019) attributed sexual offences within some religious contexts to institutional
practices such as priestly celibacy, noting that victims are often silenced through financial
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inducement, intimidation, and stigmatization. Predatory clerics, according to the study,
violate their vows by weaponizing spiritual authority to manipulate congregants and
obstruct disclosure of abuse.

Scholars emphasize that breaking the culture of silence within religious communities is
critical to preventing and addressing child sexual abuse (CSA). Pulido, Vidu, Mello, and
Oliver (2021) argued that faith-based institutions must actively participate in
safeguarding efforts. Rudolfsson and Portin (2018) further stressed that survivors require
supportive congregational environments where their experiences and needs are
prioritized, underscoring the responsibility of religious institutions to be part of the
solution rather than passive observers.

Notably, sacred texts across major religions explicitly condemn violence and sexual
abuse. For instance, Leviticus 18:10 forbids incestuous abuse, while Matthew 18:16
emphasizes the protection of children within Christian doctrine. Similarly, Islamic
teachings prohibit violence against children and explicitly condemn sexual abuse (Munir,
2015). Despite these doctrinal positions, violations persist within religious spaces.

Religious orientation has also been linked to variations in sexual behaviour. While most
religions discourage premarital and extramarital sexual activity, individuals with
intrinsic religiosity —those motivated by genuine spiritual commitment—tend to exhibit
greater sexual restraint. Conversely, extrinsic religiosity, characterized by engagement for
social or instrumental benefits, has been associated with higher levels of sexual
permissiveness and infidelity (Ashton, 2018).

Quantitative studies examining religion and youth sexual behaviour across Sub-Saharan
Africa indicate that religious affiliation alone does not eliminate vulnerability to abuse. In
some cases, family members exploit religious rhetoric to normalize abusive behaviours,
persuading children that such acts are divinely sanctioned. In Nigeria, the Ministry of
Women Affairs (2021) reported that approximately 30% of women and girls aged 15-49
have experienced sexual abuse. Abatta (2022) further noted that religious institutions are
implicated, with women, girls, and boys victimized by individuals masquerading as
spiritual leaders.

Sexual abuse within religious establishments spans multiple faith traditions and is
sustained by social stigma, fear of retaliation, and psychological manipulation.
Perpetrators—including clerics, volunteers, religious educators, and camp counsellors—
often prepare victims and their communities to accept abusive behaviour through
spiritual justification and coercion. Strong religious identification may further discourage
reporting, as congregants often prioritize institutional reputation over victims’
testimonies (Abatta, 2022).

In Nigeria, evidence suggests that some Pentecostal pastors have used practices such as
“exorcism” to disguise sexual assault, shielded by the absolute trust placed in them by
congregations. Empirical findings on religious affiliation and sexual behaviour are mixed.
Magadi and Uchudi (2015) found lower risks of early sexual debut among Protestant
female adolescents compared to Catholics, while studies in Rwanda reported no
significant denominational differences in primary sexual abstinence among male
adolescents (Babalola et al., 2002, as cited in Somefun, 2019). In Zambia, affiliation with
specific religious groups was associated with delayed sexual initiation but not with
condom use, suggesting continued vulnerability to sexual health risks (Agha et al., 2014).

Religious interpretations of sexuality vary widely. Some traditions conceptualize sexual
behaviour as inherently spiritual, others as primarily physical, while certain religions
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integrate both dimensions without distinction (Interfaith Working Group, 2015). Within
Islam, sexual relations are prohibited outside marriage but highly valued within it, with
both men and women encouraged to observe modesty in public life (Interfaith Working
Group, 2015).

Religious institutions, including churches and mosques, therefore bear a complex
responsibility in addressing sexual conduct and preventing abuse. However,
contemporary debates surrounding issues such as homosexuality have further
complicated moral discourse, as shifting legal and social norms in many Western societies
increasingly challenge traditional religious teachings.

4. Methodology

This study adopted a cross-sectional survey research design. According to Thomas (2020),
a cross-sectional design involves the collection of data from a diverse group of
respondents at a single point in time, without manipulating or influencing the study
variables. In this approach, variables are observed as they naturally occur, making the
design particularly suitable for descriptive and comparative investigations. The choice of
this design was informed by its suitability for obtaining data from a defined population
or representative subset within a limited timeframe.

The population of the study comprised 602 religious clerics drawn from selected North-
Central states of Nigeria, specifically Plateau, Kwara, and Niger States.

A sample size of 234 religious clerics was selected for the study. The sample size was
determined using the Krejcie and Morgan (1970) sample size determination table, which
provides statistically acceptable sample sizes for given population totals. To ensure
adequate representation and methodological rigor, a multistage sampling technique was
employed. The adoption of this technique allowed for the integration of multiple
sampling methods in a systematic manner.

In the first stage, 50% of the six North-Central states were selected using a simple random
sampling technique. This approach was justified based on the assertion by Glenn (2012)
that a 50% sampling fraction is permissible, particularly when the population size is
relatively small. In the second stage, religious clerics were categorized into Muslim and
Christian groups, and respondents were selected using a stratified sampling technique to
ensure representation of both religious affiliations. Subsequently, proportionate sampling
was applied to distribute respondents appropriately across the three selected states—
Plateau, Kwara, and Niger—thereby ensuring equitable representation of the study
population.

The instrument for data collection was a structured questionnaire titled “Prevalence,
Perception and Consequences of Sexual Phenomenon in Moral Institutions Questionnaire
(PPCSPMIQ)”. The instrument comprised 20 items, divided into two sections. The first
section contained 10 items designed to measure the prevalence and perception of sexual
phenomenon within religious and moral institutions, while the second section consisted
of 10 items that assessed the perceived consequences of sexual phenomenon within these
institutions.

The construct and content validity of the PPCSPMIQ were established through expert
review by specialists in the Department of Guidance and Counselling, Faculty of
Education, University of Abuja. To determine the reliability of the instrument, a pilot
study was conducted involving four religious clerics drawn from two moral institutions
(one church and one mosque) located in the Federal Capital Territory, Abuja, which were
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not included in the main study area. The test-retest method was employed to assess the
consistency and stability of the instrument over time. Data obtained from the pilot test
were analyzed using the Pearson Product Moment Correlation Coefficient (PPMC),
yielding a reliability coefficient of 0.73. This value indicated that the instrument
possessed adequate reliability and was therefore suitable for full-scale administration.

Data collected for the study were analyzed using both descriptive and inferential
statistical techniques with the aid of the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS)
version 23. Mean scores and standard deviations were used to answer the research
questions, while the independent samples t-test was employed to test the null hypotheses
at the 0.05 level of significance.

5. Data Analysis and Results

Research Question One

What are the prevalent sexual phenomenon as perceived by Muslim and Christian clerics
in moral institutions in North-Central, Nigeria?

Table 1: Analysis of Prevalent Sexual Phenomenon as Perceived by Muslim and Christian Clerics in Moral

Institutions in North-Central, Nigeria

N =234
S/N Items Muslims Clerics (n = 108) Christian Clerics (n =126)
X S.D  Decision X S.D  Decision

1 Fornication is a prevalent sexual 2.33 .98 Fairly 2.64 .80 Prevalent
phenomenon in religious institutions. Prevalent

2 Adultery is a prevalent sexual 2.30 1.00  Fairly 2.53 .86 Prevalent
phenomenon in religious institutions. Prevalent

3 Rape is a prevalent sexual 224 1.08  Fairly 2.52 .89 Prevalent
phenomenon in religious institutions. Prevalent

4 Sexual perversion is a prevalent 241 92 Fairly 2.56 .84 Prevalent
sexual phenomenon in religious Prevalent
institutions.

5 Sexual exploitation is a prevalent 2.40 93 Fairly 2.44 .92 Fairly
sexual phenomenon in religious Prevalent Prevalent
institutions.

6 Sexual harassment is a prevalent 2.40 94 Fairly 2.50 .89 Prevalent
sexual phenomenon in religious Prevalent
institutions.

7 Pedophilia is a prevalent sexual 2.40 93 Fairly 2.50 .88 Prevalent
phenomenon in religious institutions. Prevalent

8 Homosexualism is a prevalent sexual 2.31 .96 Fairly 2.27 .97 Fairly
phenomenon in religious institutions. Prevalent Prevalent

9 Bisexualism is a prevalent sexual 2.29 1.05  Fairly 2.20 1.07  Fairly
phenomenon in religious institutions. Prevalent Prevalent

10  Lesbianism is a prevalent sexual 2.37 94 Fairly 2.30 .89 Fairly
phenomenon in religious institutions. Prevalent Prevalent
Section Mean/Standard Deviation 2.34 97 Fairly 2.44 90 Fairly

Prevalent Prevalent

According to the results of the analysis in Table 1, Muslim clerics perceived fornication,
adultery, rape, sexual perversion, sexual exploitation, sexual harassment, pedophilia,
homosexualism, bisexualism, lesbianism as fairly prevalent sexual phenomenon in
religious institutions in North-Central Nigeria; as all the items (1 — 10) had mean scores
below the 2.50 decision rule and within the range of 1.75 to 2.49.
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The results of the analysis also showed that Christian clerics perceived fornication,
adultery, rape, sexual perversion, sexual harassment and pedophilia as prevalent sexual
phenomenon in religious institutions; while sexual exploitation, homosexualism,
bisexualism and lesbianism were perceived as fairly prevalent sexual phenomenon.

The section mean scores of 2.34 for Muslim clerics and 2.44 for Christian clerics were
below the criterion mean of 2.50; which implies that sexual phenomenon is fairly
prevalent in moral institutions in North-Central, Nigeria as perceived by Muslim and
Christian clerics.

Research Question Two
What are the consequences of sexual phenomenon as perceived by Muslim and Christian
clerics in North-Central, Nigeria?

Table 2: Analysis of the Consequences of Sexual Phenomenon as Perceived by Muslim and Christian Clerics in

North-Central, Nigeria N =234
S/N Muslims Clerics (n = 108) Christian Clerics (n =126)
X S.D  Decision X S.D  Decision

11  Fornication in religious institutions can 1\ead 2.72 .84 Agree 3.02 .65 Agree
to unwanted pregnancies.

12 Adultery in religious institutions can lead to 2.64 .89 Agree 2.94 72 Agree
termination of marriage.

13 Occurrence of rape in religious institutions can 2.67 .86 Agree 2.83 79 Agree
lead to loss of self esteem for the victim

14  Sexual perversion in religious institutions can 2.70 .85 Agree 2.89 77 Agree
lead to loss of self dignity for the perpetrator.

15  Sexual exploitation in religious institutions 2.63 .89 Agree 2.86 78 Agree
can lead to suicidal attempts for victims.

16 Sexual harassment in religious institutions can  2.68 87 Agree 2.86 78 Agree
lead to depression of the victim.

17 Pedophilia in religious institutions can reduce 2.50 .93 Agree 2.63 .89 Agree
to self confidence among the followership.

18  Homosexualism in religious institutions can 2.61 90 Agree 2.88 .80 Agree
lead to sexually transmitted diseases.

19  Bisexualism in religious institutions can lead 2.70 .86 Agree 2.83 78 Agree
to sexually transmitted diseases.

20.  Lesbianism in religious institutions can lead to 2.74 .82 Agree 2.86 79 Agree
sexually transmitted diseases.
Section Mean/Standard Deviation 2.66 .87 Agree 2.86 .78 Agree

In Table 2,the results of the analysis on the consequences of sexual phenomenon shows
that Muslim clerics agreed with all the items (11 — 20) with mean scores ranging from 2.50
to 2.74. Also, Christian clerics agreed with all the items (11 — 20) with mean scores
ranging from 2.63 to 3.02. The section mean scores of 2.66 and 2.86 were observed for
Muslim clerics and Christian clerics; which implies that there are consequences of sexual
phenomenon as perceived by Muslim and Christian clerics in North-Central, Nigeria.
These consequences as perceived by Muslim and Christian clerics are unwanted
pregnancies, termination of marriages, loss of self-esteem for the victim, loss of self-
dignity for the perpetrator, suicidal attempts for victims, depression of the victim, and
sexually transmitted diseases.
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Hou: There is no significant difference between the perception of Muslim and Christian
clerics on the prevalence of sexual phenomenon in moral institutions in North-Central,
Nigeria.

Table 3: t-test Analysis of Significant Difference between the Perception of Muslim and Christian Clerics on the
Prevalence of Sexual Phenomenon in Moral Institutions in North-Central, Nigeria
t-test for Equality of Means

Prevalence of Clerics N Mean SD t df Sig.  Decision
sexual Muslim Clerics 108 2.34 .97 -0.8127 232 0.194 Accepted
phenomenon Christian Clerics 126 2.44 .90

in moral

institutions

* p > 0.05 = No Significant difference

The result of the test of hypotheses in Table 3 shows that t = -0.8127, df = 232, p =194,
indicating that the probability value (p) is greater than the alpha level (p > 0.05). Thus, the
null hypothesis is accepted, which implies that there is no significant difference between
perception of Muslim and Christian clerics on the prevalence of sexual phenomenon in
moral institutions in North-Central, Nigeria.

Hoz: There is no significant difference between the perception of Muslim and Christian
clerics on the consequences of sexual phenomenon in North-Central, Nigeria.

Table 4: t-test Analysis of Significant Difference between the Perception of Muslim and Christian Clerics on the
consequences of Sexual Phenomenon in Moral Institutions in North-Central, Nigeria
t-test for Equality of Means

Consequences  Clerics N Mean SD t df Sig.  Decision
of sexual Muslim Clerics 108 2.66 087 -1.8383 232 0.187  Accepted
phenomenon Christian Clerics 126 2.86 0.70

in moral

institutions

* p > 0.05 = No Significant difference

The result of the test of hypotheses in Table 4 shows that t = -0.8127, df = 232, p =0.187,
indicating that the probability value (p) is greater than the alpha level (p > 0.05). Thus, the
null hypothesis is accepted, which implies that there is no significant difference between
perception of Muslim and Christian clerics on the consequences of sexual phenomenon in
moral institutions in North-Central, Nigeria.

6. Discussion of Findings

The findings of this study revealed that sexual phenomenon is fairly prevalent within
moral and religious institutions in North-Central Nigeria, as perceived by both Muslim
and Christian clerics. This outcome suggests that religious settings, traditionally regarded
as moral strongholds, are not insulated from sexually related misconduct. The finding
aligns with earlier studies which reported that inappropriate sexual behaviours have
increasingly penetrated religious institutions expected to instil moral values, attitudes,
and acceptable conduct among adherents (McMaster, 2020; Raine & Kent, 2018; Trujillo,
2019; Agazue, 2016; Ayodele, 2019; Akerele, 2022; Razan, 2020; Sifat, 2020; Hussin &
Tajuddin, 2021). Collectively, these studies documented manifestations of sexual
phenomenon such as sexual perversion, adultery, infidelity, sexual harassment, and rape
involving religious leaders, clerics, and practitioners. The consistency between the
present findings and existing literature underscores the pervasive nature of sexual
phenomenon within religious institutions across different faith traditions.
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Furthermore, the study established that the perceived consequences of sexual
phenomenon among clerics are largely negative and multidimensional, encompassing
physical, mental, health-related, personality, and educational domains. This finding
corroborates previous empirical studies that highlighted the adverse outcomes associated
with sexual misconduct, particularly among adolescents and young people (Adeola &
Adams, 2019; Okereke, 2016; Budeba & Timothy, 2014; Sule et al., 2015; Isokon et al., 2020;
Odo et al.,, 2020). Specifically, Adeola and Adams (2019) reported that engagement in
premarital sexual behaviour predisposes students to relational and social challenges that
negatively affect academic performance in Kabba-Bunu Local Government Area of Kogi
State, Nigeria. Similarly, Budeba and Timothy (2014) identified examination failure,
school dropout, unintended pregnancy, and exposure to sexually transmitted infections,
including HIV, as prominent consequences of illicit sexual relationships.

Consistent with these outcomes, Isokon et al. (2020) found that sexual immorality among
teenage girls contributed significantly to increased rates of teenage pregnancy, school
dropout, and youth restiveness in Yakur Local Government Area of Cross River State,
Nigeria. Likewise, Odo et al. (2020) observed that sexual promiscuity among adolescents
was associated with diminished self-worth, heightened dropout rates from secondary
schools, depression, and truancy. These findings reinforce the present study’s conclusion
that sexual phenomenon poses serious psychosocial and educational risks, thereby
warranting sustained preventive and counselling interventions within religious and
moral institutions.

7. Conclusion

The findings of the study indicate that sexual phenomenon is fairly prevalent within
moral institutions in North-Central Nigeria, as perceived by both Muslim and Christian
clerics. Additionally, the study revealed that clerics across both religious affiliations
perceived sexual phenomenon as having diverse and predominantly negative
consequences within moral institutions in the study area.

In conclusion, the study established that sexual phenomenon represents a contemporary
and significant reality within moral institutions in North-Central Nigeria, with
consequences that are multidimensional in nature, affecting various aspects of individual
and institutional wellbeing.

8. Recommendations

The following recommendations were made in view of the findings of the study

1. Religious institutions should organize interdenominational seminars for religious
clerics to promote and intensify sermons and messages to the adolescents and youths on
sexual abstinence, health sexual behaviours and appropriate sexual conduct in order to
reduce the incidences of unhealthy sexual exploitation, teenage pregnancy and sexually
transmitted diseases.

2. Religious heads of moral institutions should continuously demonstrate eagerness to
promote sexual morality among religious clerics and members of their congregations
using various enlightenment programmes that are structured to facilitate sexuality
education.

3. Religious institutions, teachers, parents and students in the North-Central should
collaborate towards initiating and implementing regular sexuality education based
programmes that emphasize sexual discipline in order to reduce the prevalence of sexual
phenomenon in religious, educational and family based institutions.
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