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Abstract
This study examines the emotional impact of institutional dress code policies on female
undergraduate students in universities across Southwest Nigeria. It investigates how these
regulations affect students' self-esteem, identity, and emotional well-being. Grounded in
philosophical inquiry drawing from existentialist and feminist ethical frameworks and
supported by empirical evidence, the research explores how institutional norms shape
perceptions of morality, decency, and discipline. Employing a descriptive research design with
surveys in selected universities, the sample includes 391 female undergraduates, and data was
analyzed using SPSS. The study reveals that many female students experience dress codes as
restrictive, stigmatizing, and emotionally burdensome. These policies often mirror patriarchal
and religious ideologies, contributing to reduced confidence and internal conflict over
personal expression. While a few students view dress codes as necessary for maintaining
moral order, broader findings indicate that rigid enforcement can undermine psychological
well-being and personal identity. The study concludes that unless dress codes are framed
through inclusive dialogue and ethical sensitivity, they risk functioning as tools of moral
imposition rather than educational guidance. It advocates for reforms that balance
institutional values with respect for dignity, autonomy, and gender equity.
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Introduction

In Nigerian universities, dress codes have become a significant aspect of student life,

particularly concerning female students. These codes, framed as tools for upholding morality,

discipline, and institutional identity, have been widely adopted across both public and private

institutions in Southwest Nigeria. Public universities like the University of Lagos (UNILAG)

and private faith-based institutions such as Redeemer's University and Crescent University

enforce these policies with particular focus on female students (Dairo, 2023).

The University of Lagos mandates formal attire, specifically forbidding denim and

casual clothing (Okosa, 2022). Private religious universities impose stricter regulations,

requiring female students to wear head coverings regardless of personal beliefs (Nwonye et al.,
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2024). Lagos State University explicitly forbids skirts considered too short, see-through tops,

and body-hugging garments (Lawal, 2021). Similar restrictions exist at the University of

Ibadan, University of Ilorin, and Obafemi Awolowo University, which bans "indecent and

sexually provocative" clothing with offenders facing suspension.

These dress codes disproportionately target female students with minimal attention to

male attire, highlighting their gendered nature. Critics argue this perpetuates gender inequality

and reinforces patriarchal norms (Patel, n.d.). The argument that "indecent" dressing leads to

academic distraction lacks empirical evidence, and such measures often reflect cultural biases

rather than addressing actual student behaviour.

Emotional and Psychological Effects

Clothing is not merely functional but a key aspect of personal identity, particularly for

young adults navigating social roles and self-expression (Nwonye et al., 2024). When dress

codes limit this expression, students often feel alienated and self-conscious. Research shows

women experience heightened anxiety when clothing choices are heavily regulated or when

subjected to public reprimands for non-compliance (Patel, n.d.). Body shaming can result in

long-term psychological effects including lowered self-esteem and feelings of inadequacy

(Lawal, 2021).

Studies on school uniforms demonstrate that students who feel excessively policed

about appearance may suffer from anxiety and depression (Ansari et al., 2022). Unequal

enforcement targeting women more heavily than men exacerbates feelings of unfairness and

powerlessness (Okosa, 2022). The perception that their bodies are continually "policed" may

result in feelings of objectification, with students internalizing societal pressures to conform to

idealized standards of modesty and femininity.

For many female students, clothing expresses group affiliation, cultural identity, and

personal values (Nwonye et al., 2024). When these expressions are restricted, students may

experience difficulties forming coherent self-concepts, leading to decreased self-confidence.

Research indicates mandatory uniforms or rigid dress codes focusing on gendered restrictions

can negatively impact self-esteem, limiting opportunities for identity expression (Ansari et al.,

2022).
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Problem Statement

The enforcement of dress code policies in Nigerian universities, particularly in

Southwest Nigeria, has become a topic of ongoing debate. These policies, predominantly

targeting female students, are intended to uphold academic decorum, promote moral discipline,

and foster institutional identity. However, there is growing evidence suggesting such dress

codes may have unintended negative consequences on the emotional and psychological well-

being of female students.

Female undergraduates face heightened scrutiny regarding their attire, with dress codes

prescribing strict limits on what is deemed appropriate or modest. Policies frequently regulate

body visibility, clothing length, and personal grooming, disproportionately affecting female

students compared to their male counterparts. While dress codes are enforced under the

premise of maintaining discipline and morality, little attention is given to the emotional and

psychological toll they may impose on female students regarding self-esteem and identity

formation.

The lack of empirical research on the emotional effects of dress code policies in

Nigerian universities has resulted in inadequate understanding of how these regulations impact

female students' psychological health. The constant regulation of female appearance, combined

with potential public reprimand, may lead to feelings of shame, body image issues, and social

anxiety. Furthermore, rigid dress requirements often hinder students' ability to express personal

identity, leading to alienation or frustration. These effects can significantly impact academic

performance, personal development, and long-term psychological well-being.

This study addresses the gap in literature by examining the emotional effects of dress

code policies on female students in Southwest Nigerian universities and assessing how these

policies influence self-esteem, self-identity, and overall mental health.

Objectives and Research Questions

Objectives

1. Examine the emotional effects of dress code policies on female students in Nigerian

universities.

2. Assess the impact of dress code implementation on female students' self-esteem and

identity.
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Research Questions

1. What are the emotional effects of dress code policies on female students in Nigerian

universities?

2. How does the implementation of dress codes impact female students' self-esteem and

identity?

Significance of the Study

This study provides valuable insights for university administrators to reassess dress

code policies, ensuring equity and sensitivity to gender and cultural diversity. Policy makers

can use findings to create inclusive regulations balancing institutional values with students'

personal identities. Female students will benefit from policies respecting autonomy and self-

expression. Educators will gain better understanding of how dress code enforcement affects

student well-being. Researchers in gender studies and education will contribute to literature on

gendered educational policies. The broader society will benefit from advancing conversation

on gender equality.

Scope of the Study

This study examines the emotional and identity impacts of dress code policies on

female university students in two prominent Southwest Nigerian universities: Obafemi

Awolowo University, Ile-Ife (9,277 female students) and the Federal University of Technology,

Akure (7,419 female students). The research investigates how dress code policies are

structured and enforced, and the rationale behind implementation, focusing on how they affect

female students' academic experience and personal autonomy.

Using quantitative methods including surveys and questionnaires, the research aims to offer

insights into broader gender dynamics in Nigerian universities and contribute to deeper

understanding of how dress codes shape students' experiences.

Theoretical Framework

Existentialist Philosophy

Core Idea: "Existence precedes essence." – Jean-Paul Sartre

Existentialism emphasizes individual freedom, authenticity, subjective experience, and

personal responsibility. Key principles include individual freedom to define oneself through

choices; authenticity meaning acting according to one's own values rather than conforming to
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societal expectations; anxiety and responsibility accompanying freedom; and alienation when

social norms conflict with authentic self.

Application: Existentialist philosophy explains how female students experience conflict

between institutional rules and personal identity. When forced to wear clothes that do not

reflect who they are, they may feel inauthentic, oppressed, or anxious. The emotional impact

stems from loss of agency over self-expression through appearance.

Feminist Philosophy

Core Idea: "The personal is political." –Carol Hanisch

Feminist philosophy critiques patriarchal systems, advocates for gender equality, and

explores intersections of power, identity, and gender. Key concepts include patriarchy as

prioritizing male voices; gender as socially constructed and often oppressive; embodiment and

objectification where women's bodies are controlled and judged; and intersectionality where

gender oppression intertwines with race, class, and religion.

Application: Institutional dress codes are often gendered, disproportionately targeting female

bodies and sexualizing women's appearance under morality's guise. This reinforces patriarchal

control and reduces women's autonomy over their bodies and identity. Female students may

feel ashamed, disempowered, or policed, negatively affecting confidence and self-esteem.

Methodology

This study adopts a mixed-methods research design with embedded philosophical

analysis, allowing holistic exploration of the emotional effects of dress code policies on female

university students in Southwest Nigeria.

Quantitative Component

The quantitative aspect employs a descriptive survey design collecting data from

female undergraduate students at Obafemi Awolowo University and the Federal University of

Technology, Akure. A structured questionnaire was administered to capture experiences,

perceptions, and emotional responses to dress code implementation. Survey items assessed

variables including self-esteem, identity expression, academic engagement, and perceived

institutional support. Content validity was ensured through expert reviews, while reliability

was tested using Cronbach's alpha (0.81).

The study population included 9,277 female undergraduates at OAU and 7,419 at

FUTA. Stratified random sampling ensured representation across faculties and levels. A total
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sample of 391 respondents was drawn using Taro Yamane's formula. Data was analyzed using

SPSS with descriptive statistics (frequency, mean, standard deviation). A decision mean of 2.5

was used mean scores of 2.5 or above indicated "Agree," while scores below 2.5 indicated

"Disagree."

Philosophical Component

The study incorporates philosophical analysis rooted in Kantian ethics, utilitarianism, and

African communitarian ethics. These normative frameworks critically evaluate moral

justification of dress code policies regarding respect for autonomy, maximization of student

well-being, and preservation of communal harmony. The philosophical argumentation serves

as a theoretical lens interrogating ethical dimensions of dress code policies, strengthening

interpretive depth by situating findings within broader ethical debates about gender, authority,

and institutional control.

Results and Findings

Demographic Characteristics

Age Frequency Percent

18–25 years 168 42.9%

26–30 years 112 28.6%

31–35 years 62 15.9%

36+ years 49 12.2%

Marital Status Frequency Percent

Single 215 54.9%

Married 156 39.9%

Divorced 20 5.2%

Status Frequency Percent

Students 228 58.3%

Lecturers/Staff 163 41.7%
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Institution Frequency Percent

OAU 212 54.2%

FUT Akure 179 45.8%

Religion Frequency Percent

Christianity 249 63.7%

Islam 142 36.3%

Traditional 0 0%

Emotional Effects of Dress Code Policies
Table 2: Mean Scores on Emotional Effects

S/N Statement MeanDecision

1
Dress code policies make females feel more confident in
their appearance

2.38 Rejected

2
Dress code policies affect female students' emotional well-
being negatively

3.69 Accepted

3
Dress code policies create unnecessary pressure for female
undergraduates

3.69 Accepted

4
Dress code makes females feel less free to express their
individualities

2.12 Rejected

5
Females feel judged based on how they adhere to the dress
code

4.00 Accepted

Aggregate Mean 3.18 Accepted

Key Findings:
 81.1% rejected that dress codes enhance confidence (Item 1)
 89.5% agreed dress codes negatively affect emotional well-being (Item 2)
 89.5% agreed dress codes create unnecessary pressure (Item 3)
 93.86% rejected that dress codes restrict individuality expression (Item 4)
 100% agreed females feel judged based on dress code adherence (Item 5)
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Impact on Self-Esteem and Identity
Table 3: Mean Scores on Self-Esteem and Identity Impact

S/N Statement Mean Decision

6
Being punished for dress code violations affects how female
students feel about themselves

4.00 Accepted

7
Female students feel uncomfortable when they have to dress
in ways that don't reflect their personalities

4.00 Accepted

8
Female students find it difficult to stay true to their cultural
or personal style due to dress codes

2.12 Rejected

9
Dress code helps students maintain a positive image of
themselves

3.28 Accepted

Aggregate Mean 3.35 Accepted

Key Findings:
 100% agreed punishment for violations affects self-perception (Item 6)
 100% agreed discomfort when dressing against personality (Item 7)
 93.86% rejected difficulty maintaining cultural/personal style (Item 8)
 79.8% agreed dress codes help maintain positive self-image (Item 9)

Philosophical Analysis
Kantian Ethics

Core Principle: Immanuel Kant's categorical imperative demands acting according to maxims

that could become universal laws. All individuals must be treated as ends in themselves, never

merely as means.

Application to Dress Codes: Kantian ethics questions whether dress code policies respect the

moral autonomy and dignity of female students. If dress codes instrumentalize women

reducing them to symbols of institutional morality, decency, or religious compliance these

policies violate the Kantian imperative to treat individuals as ends in themselves. If policies are

applied selectively without justifiable universal rationale, they fail the test of universality.

Kantian ethics argues for moral policies respecting rational self-governance, not subjecting

students to rules suppressing identity or reducing personal agency.
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Utilitarianism

Core Principle: Developed by Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, utilitarianism judges

moral worth by outcomes maximizing happiness and minimizing pain for the greatest number.

Application to Dress Codes: Applying utilitarianism requires assessing dress code regulations

based on aggregate impact on the student community. While dress codes might enhance

educational atmosphere by reducing distractions, research highlights emotional toll anxiety,

diminished confidence, identity, suppression. If negative effects outweigh claimed institutional

benefits, policies fail the utilitarian test. A utilitarian approach would advocate reforms

minimizing harm and maximizing well-being for all students, especially those

disproportionately affected.

African Communitarian Ethics

Core Principle: Grounded in Ubuntu "I am because we are" African communitarian ethics sees the

individual as a being-in-community. Personhood is achieved through moral maturity and community

recognition. Ethical behavior must foster communal harmony, mutual respect, and social cohesion.

Application to Dress Codes: Dress code policies can be seen as moral instruments upholding shared values

like modesty, respect, and cultural identity. However, African ethics demands communal values be applied

inclusively and with compassion. If dress codes alienate or shame individuals particularly female students

they contradict communal ideals. Research reveals students feel emotionally marginalized and unjustly

judged, suggesting current implementations erode communal harmony. African communitarian ethics calls

for dialogical approaches where policies are co-constructed with students to reflect shared values while

respecting diversity.
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Philosophical Synthesis

Theory Key Focus Application

Kantian Ethics Autonomy, dignity, duty
Dress codes should respect autonomy, not treat
students as means to institutional ends

Utilitarianism Consequences, well-being
Dress codes should be judged by whether they
promote or reduce overall well-being

African
Communitarian
Ethics

Harmony ,shared values
Dress codes must reflect communal values
without alienating individuals

Synthesizing these ethical traditions reveals a compelling moral critique of existing dress code

policies. Kantian ethics emphasizes respecting students' autonomy and dignity—violated when policies are

imposed without regard for individual identity. Utilitarianism questions whetherpolicies promote greatest

good empirical findings show significant psychological harm outweighing institutional benefits. African

communitarian ethics insists on inclusivity, dialogue, and preserving communal harmony values undermined

by dress codes disproportionately policing and stigmatizing female students.

From a holistic philosophical standpoint, the study justifiably challenges the moral legitimacy of

current dress code enforcement, advocating for empathetic, participatory, and philosophically grounded

policy-making recognizing emotional and identity-related impacts on female students.

Summary

This study investigates emotional effects of university dress code policies on female undergraduate

students in selected Southwest Nigerian universities. Using mixed-methods approach combining descriptive

research design and empirical data with philosophical inquiry, it explores how institutional dress codes

influence female students' self-esteem, identity formation, and overall emotional well-being.

The research establishes that dress codes, while intended to promote discipline and moral standards,

often have unintended consequences. Many female students report feelings of shame, objectification, and

lowered self-worth due to perceived moral judgments embedded in dress policy enforcement. The study is

framed philosophically within existentialist and feminist theories.

Findings reveal that while some students appreciate the structure dress codes offer, a significant

number view them as restrictive and discriminatory. These policies often fail to account for cultural diversity

and personal expression, leading to internal conflicts and identity suppression among young women in

academia.

Conclusion

The study concludes that institutional dress codes in Nigerian universities especially as applied to

female students carry profound emotional and philosophical implications. Rather than solely serving as
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regulatory mechanisms, they become instruments through which morality is imposed and femininity is

regulated.

Such policies can undermine students' confidence and sense of identity, thereby affecting academic

experience and social integration. Enforcement methods, often inconsistent and humiliating, exacerbate

negative outcomes.

The philosophical dimension affirms the need to treat dress as an extension of personal freedom,

identity, and autonomy. From a humanistic and rights-based perspective, the imposition of moral values

through clothing undermines individuality and existential dignity of female students.

Recommendations

1. Policy Reform: Universities should revise dress code policies to ensure respect for students' rights to

self-expression and bodily autonomy while maintaining decorum.

2. Stakeholder Dialogue: Policy formulation should involve students, faculty, and gender rights

advocates to foster inclusivity and sensitivity.

3. Counseling and Support Services: Institutions should provide emotional and psychological support

services to help students navigate identity-related conflicts triggered by dress code enforcement.

4. Philosophical Reorientation: University administrators should be educated on philosophical

implications of enforcing morality through clothing, emphasizing respect for agency and gender

equality.
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