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Abstract 

Most Nigerian students have the problem of standing up for their right especially in a social 

situation.  This affects their ability to dialogue, press, influence, and impose their opinion to 

the acceptance of others. Unassertiveness may sometimes predict mal-adaptive behaviour 

which is usually seen in people with low self-esteem and this may significantly affect one’s 

religiosity. As a result and in consideration of the importance of religious life of young 

people and its relationship with social mal-adjustment, this study explored religiosity and 

social mal-adjustment as correlates of assertiveness competence among undergraduate.  432 

student-participants comprising of 191 males and 242 females were used for the respondents 

of the study with the participants’ age ranging from 17 to 25 years on a mean age of 22.60 

years and standard deviation of 2.12. Three hypotheses were formulated to guide the study 

and data was collected with the aid of assertiveness competence scale from Dating and 

assertiveness questionnaire (DAQ) by Levenson and Gottman (1978), religious affiliation 

scale by Omoluabi (1995)and social mal-adjustment scale by social mal-adjustment scale 

(SMS) by Wiggins (1966).The result of the analysis confirmed that religiosity and mal-

adjustment correlated positively and negatively respectively; whereas religiosity and mal-

adjustment correlated negatively among Nigeria students.  It is recommended that all agents 

of socialization notably; the family, the school and church should emphasize more on the 

usefulness of deepening assertiveness training in secondary schools so as to improve on their 

resolve to get better when they get over to the university.  

 

Key words: Assertiveness competence, mal-adaptive behaviour, religiosity, experimental 
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Introduction 

Most tertiary institution undergraduates 

have common characteristics and problem.  

The major problem being how to survive 

and the need to assert themselves despite 

enamours influence of socialization agents 

present in the tertiary schools’ environment 

such as the influences of one’s peers, social 
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media, family etc (Ames, 2009).  These 

influences no doubt have shaping effects on 

the undergraduates which may aggravate the 

already tensed hyperactivity character of the 

students. These factors maybe associated 

with family background, religious 

background and the influences of social 

factors such as media, education and 

friendships.  Basically, the effects of these 

influences increase their need to assert 

themselves which may affect the way in 

which students relate among themselves and 

to other members of the society 

(Unachukwu & Onwuka, 2009).  In recent 

times, this relationship has been most 

unsatisfactory and has consequently sought 

for answers and direction out of the 

anomaly. 

In analyzing the current situation, it is 

pertinent to note that as a result of higher 

negative influences associated with 

socialization agents especially those of the 

media and peer pressure, the problem of 

assertiveness competence to help the 

undergraduates navigate safely becomes 

glaring.  This is to help the undergraduate, 

protect themselves from negative influences, 

saying “No” where they ought to and “Yes” 

where expected and generally regulating 

their involvement in many social mal-

adjustments to which they are vulnerable to 

such as: experimenting with drugs, 

prostitution, cultism, chronic gambling and 

several other delinquency synonymous with 

their developmental stage in life. 

It is the hope of the authors, that by 

exploring the correlates of assertiveness 

competence, factors that affect students’ 

assertiveness competence may be 

discovered while highlighting the 

consequences of unassertiveness and its 

vulnerability such as juvenile delinquency 

and other mal-adjustment behaviours. 

Assertiveness refers to a range of 

behavior that shows confidence, boldness, 

self-assurance and self-conviction. Assertive 

behavior stems from the desire the protect 

oneself, enhance oneself image and obtain 

one’s privileges and rights among one’s 

peers and the society at large. Assertiveness 

may often be confused with aggression 

although only by virtue of presentation and 

circumstance that assertive behavior may be 

considered aggressive in nature (Thomas & 

Kilmann, 2001).  Authors identified and 

agreed that assertiveness can be expressed in 

relation to two axioms "Concern for others" 

and "Concern for self" although both the 

assertive and aggressive styles are mostly 

high on the axis of concern for oneself. 

Although, most of the times, it is 

healthy and useful to assert oneself, 

however, people should be aware that there 

are some situations where attempting to 

assert yourself can get you harmed or killed. 

In order for assertion to work, there is need 

to grow in assertiveness competence, 

knowing when, how and where to assert 

oneself and enforce one’s rights and 

privileges. Assertive behaviour is not just 

recommended for passive-acting people; it is 

also of great use to people who are 

habitually aggressive towards others, but 

only as a component of a larger program of 

anger management.  

In recent times, several authors have 

sought correlates of assertiveness 

competence and its consequences as to 

preempt its predictive effects on the host of 

other human behavioural outcomes.  This 

study has therefore joined hands in linking 

religiosity and mal-adjustment behaviours as 

correlates of assertiveness competence and 

further suggesting that these correlates may 

be a predictor and consequence of 

assertiveness competence respectively. 

Religiosity is individual’s preferences, 

emotions, beliefs, and actions that refer to an 

existing (or self-made) religion. It also 

denotes devotions to immaterial being and 

belief in proscribed spiritual principle.  

Religion denotes the whole of cultural 
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symbol-systems that respond to problems of 

meaning and contingency by alluding to a 

transcendent reality to a spiritual “Being” or 

non material substance which influences 

everyday life but cannot be directly 

controlled.  Religion is a powerful agent of 

socialization and has enemours influence on 

the people because of its spiritual and 

supernatural appeal.  This is because almost 

all religion of the world preaches peace, 

harmony, love etc which are believed to 

inert human motivation in any given 

circumstances. Religion as an agent of 

socialization has also the ability of shaping 

character through its committed rituals and 

devotions.  These acts have an internal force 

of moderating and refraining behaviours 

deemed incongruent with the tenets of the 

religion.  This impact can be retained and 

transferred to other non-religious 

environments such as the school setting or 

home front. There is evidence from 

scholarship that it is difficult to separate the 

influence of religiosity from the influence of 

social or other non-religious activities with 

the former serving as priming effects in the 

formation of assertive behaviour.  In 

consideration of this scholarship, the current 

authors have conceptualized that both 

independent variables may be correlates of 

assertiveness competence among 

undergraduates. 

Before conceptualizing mal-

adjustment, it is important to recall that 

adjustment means reaction to the demands 

and pressures of the environment imposed 

upon an individual seeking to maintain 

equilibrium. Whenever two types of 

demands come into conflict with each other, 

an adjustment will need to be made which is 

a complicated process for the individual is 

leading to special problems of adjustment 

and mal-adjustment may arise.  

Mal-adjustment is the inability to react 

successfully and satisfactorily to the 

demands of one’s environment, (Haggins, 

1993). Though the term applies to a wide 

range of biological and social conditions, it 

often implies an individual’s failure to meet 

social or cultural expectation usually as a 

result of internal or external pressures.  The 

above definition puts the youths at a high 

risk due to the immense pressure and 

struggle with the influence of various agents 

of socialization most especially, the school 

environment and peer pressure. These 

influences have earlier than now been 

categorized as factors which expose the 

youths to mal-adjustment behaviours such as 

cultism, experimenting with drugs, 

prostitution and all other forms of 

delinquent behaviours with unpalatable 

outcomes (Bergerg & Kathleen, 2011; 

Unachukwu & Onwuka, 2009). 

Based on the above, it is expedient 

that empirical evidence linking these factors 

(assertiveness competence, religiosity and 

mal-adjustment) as correlates be explored in 

order to establish the relationship 

association of these human attitudes and 

using knowledge garnered thereof to proffer 

solution to youths anti-social behaviours and 

societal ills.  In view of this, theoretical 

literature has been reviewed to find basis for 

this attitudinal linkages. 

 

Literature  

Using social cognitive theory, Nevid (2009) 

explains that social cognitive theory 

illustrates the fact that individuals do not 

simply respond to environmental influences, 

but rather they actively seek and interpret 

information. Bandura, (1999) added that 

individuals “function as contributors to their 

own motivation, behaviour, and 

development within a network of 

reciprocally interacting influences”.  

Although social cognitive theory covers 

many topics such as moral judgment and 

physiological arousal, research that is 

primarily focused on self-efficacy, or the 

beliefs regarding one's capabilities of 
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successfully completing tasks or goals 

(Locke & Latham, 2002), it only emphasizes 

the aspects that projects the use of cognitive 

of ability to weigh the critical environments 

and making judgments on the outcomes. 

According to Bandura (2005), social 

cognitive theory takes on an agent-like 

perspective to change, develop and adapt. 

Bandura describes an agent as someone who 

intentionally influences one’s functioning 

and life circumstances; “In this view, people 

are self organizing, proactive, self-

regulating, and self-reflecting. They are 

contributors to their life circumstances not 

just products of them” (Bandura, 2005).  

Bandura's social cognitive theory 

emphasizes how cognitive, behavioral, 

personal, and environmental factors interact 

to determine motivation and behavior 

(Crothers, Hughes, & Morine, 2008). 

According to Bandura, human functioning is 

the result of the interaction among all three 

of these factors (Crothers et al., 2008), as 

embodied in his Triadic Reciprocal 

Determinism model (Wood & Bandura, 

1989). While it may seem that one factor is 

the majority, or lead reason, there are 

numerous factors that play a role in human 

behavior. Furthermore, the influencing 

factors are not of equal strength, nor do they 

all occur concurrently (Wood & Bandura, 

1989). For example, employee performances 

(behavioral factors) are influenced by how 

the workers themselves are affected 

(cognitive factors) by organizational 

strategies (environmental factors). The 

figure below illustrates Triadic Reciprocal 

Determinism as portrayed by Wood and 

Bandura (1989). 

Redmond (2010) opined that social 

cognitive theory is composed of four 

processes of goal realization: self-

observation, self-evaluation, self-reaction 

and self-efficacy. These components are 

interrelated, each having an effect on 

motivation and goal attainment. 

Self-observation – Observing oneself can 

inform and motivate. It can be used to assess 

one’s progress toward goal attainment as 

well as motivate behavioural changes. There 

are two important factors with regards to 

self-observation: Regularity and Proximity.  

Regularity means the behaviour should be 

continually observed, whereas proximity 

means the behavior should be observed 

while it occurs, or shortly after. Alone, self-

observation is insufficient because 

motivation depends on one’s expectations of 

outcomes and efficacy (Zimmerman & 

Schunk, 2001). 

Self-evaluation – Self-evaluation compares 

an individual's current performance with a 

desired performance or goal. It is affected 

by the standards set and the importance of 

the goals. Goals must be specific and 

important; therefore, goals such as, "do your 

best" are vague and will not motivate. 

Schunk and Zimmerman (1994) state that 

"specific goals specify the amount of effort 

required for success and boost self-efficacy 

because progress is easy to gauge." If one 

has little regard for his goal, he will not 

evaluate performance.  There are two types 

of self-evaluation standards; absolute and 

normative. For example, a grading scale 

would be an example of a fixed or absolute 

standard. A social comparison such as 

evaluating one’s behaviour or performance 

against other individuals is an example of a 

normative standard (Zimmerman & Schunk, 

2001). People gain satisfaction when they 

achieve goals that they value. When 

individuals achieve these valued goals, they 

are more likely to continue to exert a high 

level of effort, since sub-standard 

performance will no longer provide 

satisfaction (Bandura, 1989). 

Self-reaction – Reactions to one’s 

performance can be motivating. If the 

progress made is deemed acceptable, then 

one will have a feeling of self-efficacy with 

regard to continuing, and will be motivated 
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towards the achievement of their goal. A 

negative self-evaluation might also be 

motivating in that one may desire to work 

harder provided that they consider the goal 

to be valuable. Self-reaction also allows a 

person to re-evaluate their goals in 

conjunction with their attainments (Bandura, 

1989). If a person has achieved a goal, they 

are likely to re-evaluate and raise the 

standard (goal); whereas, if a person has not 

achieved the goal, they are likely to re-

evaluate and lower the standard (goal) to an 

achievable goal. 

Self-efficacy – One’s belief in the likelihood 

of goal completion can be motivating in 

itself (Van der Bijl & Shortridge-Baggett, 

2002). "Self-efficacy refers to people's 

judgments about their capability to perform 

particular tasks. Task-related self-efficacy 

increases the effort and persistence towards 

challenging tasks; therefore, increasing the 

likelihood that they will be completed" 

(Barling & Beattie, 1983, as cited in Axtell 

& Parker, 2003). 

From the above depositions, it is clear 

that many authors have previously supported 

that observation, evaluation, reaction and 

self-efficacy (believing that one has the 

ability to react successfully and effectively 

to the disequilibrium circumstances.  These 

are the major characteristics of cognitive 

processes and are conspicuously present in 

any adjustment model; hence, making the 

theoretical foundation the strongest 

explanation for understanding the 

underlying struggle that happen in all 

adjustment processes.  Thus, having this 

cognitive capacity and believing in oneself 

to posses the ability to adjust make cognitive 

and self-efficacy theories of adjustment 

consistent theoretical explanation for this 

current study. 

Equally, studies on religiosity have 

uncovered correlations between religiosity 

and other variables. For example, religious 

adolescents are more likely to avoid risky 

behaviors (Lippman, Michelsen, & 

Roehlekepartain, 2004) and to engage in 

positive activities (Bridges &Moore, 2002). 

Smith and Faris (2002) indicate that 

adolescents who see themselves as religious 

are less likely to take risks or enjoy danger, 

engage in violent behaviors, or get in trouble 

with the police. These adolescents are also 

less likely to skip school and to be 

suspended, expelled, or sent to detention. 

Regnerus, Smith, and Fritsch (2003) found 

that religious youth are more likely than 

their nonreligious peers to engage in healthy 

behaviors such as exercising regularly and 

wearing a seatbelt, and they have better 

eating and sleeping habits. Religious teens 

also have lower rates of drug and alcohol 

abuse(McIntosh, Fitch, Wilson, & Nyburg, 

1991; McIntosh & Spilka, 1990; National 

Centeron Addiction and Substance Abuse at 

Columbia University, 2001).  Also, Udry 

(1988) found that religious youth had 

decreased levels of sexual activity. These 

foundational evidence allude that religious 

may be have an influencing factor in 

shaping behaviour among the youths 

especially in asserting their choices and 

avoiding being peer-influenced.  The current 

authors are of the assumption that lowers 

levels of assertiveness competence may be 

as a result of lower levels of religiosity and 

may consequently influence the prevalence 

of mal-adjustment behaviour among 

undergraduates. 

In view of these evident scholarship, 

the behavioural reach of religiosity as an 

agent of socialization has been made 

manifest. There are close ties and 

association among religiosity, assertiveness 

behaviour, juvenile delinquency and 

adjustment. This association is what has 

given impetus to the emergence of the 

current study aimed at providing empirical 

evidence to support that both religiosity and 

mal-adjustment are correlates of 

assertiveness competence.  Based on the 
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above, three hypotheses have been 

formulated to guide the study; they are: 

i. Assertiveness competence will 

positively and significantly correlate 

religiosity among undergraduates. 

ii. Assertiveness competence will 

negatively and significantly correlate 

social mal-adjustment among 

undergraduates. 

iii. Religiosity will negatively and 

significantly correlate social mal-

adjustment among undergraduates. 

 

Method 

432 student-participants comprising of 191 

males and 242 females were used as 

respondents of the study with the 

participants’ age ranging from 17 to 25 

years on a mean age of 22.60 years and 

standard deviation of 2.12.Three instruments 

were used to generate data. They were: 18-

Assertiveness competence questionnaire 

(subscale from DAQ) developed by 

Levenson & Gottman (1978),21-item 

Religious affiliation scale (RAS) developed 

by Omoluabi (1995) and 25-item Social 

maladjustment scale (SMS) by Wiggins 

(1966).  The design adopted for the study is 

correlation design whereas Pearson product 

moment correlation coefficient was used as 

the appropriate statistics to test the relation 

among the variables. 

 

Results 

Table 1 

 Summary for descriptive statistics 

for variables tested in the study  

 Mean 

Std. 

Deviation N 

Assertiveness 

competence 59.5604 6.71435 432 

Religiosity 71.5314 2.50022 432 

Mal-adjustment 63.4783 3.50074 432 

 

 

  

Table 2: 

Summary table Shows Pearson moment 

correlation co-efficient for the relationship 

among  assertiveness competence, religiosity, 

and social mal-adjustment  

 

  

Religiosity Social mal-

adjustment 

Assertiveness 
competence 

Pearson 
Correlation 

.562(*) 
.004  

-.498(*) 

 Sig. (2-

tailed) 
2321.403 .017 

 Sum of 

Squares and 
Cross-

products 

64.176 2814.8450 

 Covariance 432 43.849 

 N  432 

 

Religiosity 

 

Pearson 

Correlation 

 

1.000 

 

-.714(*) 

 Sig. (2-

tailed) 

.000 .008 

 Sum of 
Squares and 

Cross-

products 

- 1856.052 
56.063 

 Covariance 

N 

-  

432 

 
*significant at .05 level 

 

 

Findings 

From the result tables above, mixed result 

were recorded. From the result, 

assertiveness competence has a positive 

significant correlation with religiosity at r = 

.562*, p < .05, (n = 432) implying that as 

assertiveness competences increases so also 

religiosity. Also, there was a significant 

negative correlation between assertiveness 

competence and social mal-adjustment at r = 

-.498*, p < .05, (n = 432) implying that the 

more the assertiveness, the less the mal-

adjustment.   The same was recorded 

between religiosity and mal-adjustment at r 

= -.714*, p < .05 (n = 432) implying that as 

religiosity increases, mal-adjustment 

decreases.  
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Implication of Study Findings 

The relationship influence of assertiveness 

competence on religiosity and mal-

adjustment is significantly positive and 

negative respectively; implying that 

assertiveness competence may likely 

promote religiosity among undergraduate 

and decrease various forms of mal-

adjustment behaviours among the 

undergraduates. When students are firm in 

character and assert their rights and are free 

from being influenced either by peers or 

mocked, only then would they be able to 

uphold the tenets of their religion without 

fear of being ridiculed or stigmatized.  Such 

practice of religiosity no doubt will help in a 

number of ways in protecting them from the 

dangers of peer pressure and its resultant 

mal-adjustment.  Consequently, in 

consideration of this relationship influence 

and implication, there is need for 

assertiveness training for students in 

institutions of higher learning especially 

among the undergraduates which will serve 

as a wakeup call in help many students who 

conditioned to mal-adjustment as a result of 

overwhelming effects of school social 

environment. 

 

Conclusion 

At the end of the current study titled 

“assertiveness competence as correlates of 

religiosity and mal-adjustment among 

undergraduates, the observed problem of 

mal-adjustment behaviours among 

undergraduates as a result of peer pressure 

and influence of social media became the 

growing concern of the authors. 

Consequently, the design of the current 

study envisaged that assertiveness 

competence will positively and negatively 

correlate significantly with religiosity and 

mal-adjustment. Correlation design and 

Pearson product moment correlation 

coefficient was used as appropriate statistics 

to analysis the data.  Data analyzed 

confirmed a mixed result showing 

significant positive and negative correlation 

with religiosity and mal-adjustment 

respectively.  It is the mind of the 

researchers that in view of its positive 

association with religiosity that practical 

steps need to be taken by stakeholders in 

tertiary institutions to encourage the practice 

of assertiveness and religiosity as both 

reinforce positive behaviours and reduce the 

likelihood of mal-adjustment. It is equally 

suggested that both assertiveness 

competence and religiosity help to 

encourage positive adjustment for students 

in facing volatile influences of peers, social 

media and environment.   It is therefore 

recommended that in view of it positive and 

significant correlation with religiosity, 

further study is called upon to ascertain its 

predictive effect in order to established 

direction and impact of influence.  The same 

is equally recommended of assertiveness 

competence and mal-adjustment behaviour 

which had a negative and significant 

correlation. 
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