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ABSTRACT
Background: Fire safety remains a critical component of occupational health, particularly in industrial and commercial environments where workers are exposed to flammable materials, electrical hazards, and inadequate emergency preparedness systems. In developing countries such as Nigeria, weak enforcement of fire safety regulations, poor infrastructure, and low compliance levels contribute significantly to fire-related injuries, fatalities, and property loss. This study assessed the knowledge and practice of fire safety among students residing in off-campus hostels around Abia State University, Uturu.
Methods: A descriptive cross-sectional study was conducted among 425 undergraduate students selected using multi-stage sampling. Data were collected using a structured, self-administered questionnaire and analysed using SPSS version 27. Descriptive statistics, chi-square tests, and binary logistic regression were employed, with statistical significance set at p < 0.05.
Results: The majority of respondents were aged 21-25 years (46.1%), female (52.7%), and Igbo (85.2%). Overcrowding was prevalent, with 85.4% sharing rooms with three or more persons. Overall, 63.5% demonstrated good knowledge of fire safety (mean score: 4.96 ± 1.55/9), but significant gaps existed in practical knowledge including PASS technique (24.0% unaware) and emergency numbers (44.0% unaware). Only 49.2% exhibited good preventive practices (mean: 3.47 ± 1.00/5), while a mere 29.9% demonstrated good response preparedness (mean: 3.70 ± 1.43/8). No significant association existed between knowledge and practice (p = 0.516). Major barriers included lack of facilities (39.5%) and negative peer behaviour (26.4%). Age and overcrowding were significant predictors of both practices and preparedness.
Conclusion: Despite adequate theoretical knowledge, students demonstrate poor translation of knowledge into practice and critically inadequate response preparedness. Urgent multi-level interventions addressing infrastructural deficits, mandatory fire drills, and targeted education for vulnerable groups (older students and those in crowded accommodations) are essential to reduce fire vulnerability in off-campus hostels.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION
Fire remains a major global public health and safety concern, posing significant threats to human life, property, and socio-economic stability. The burden of fire-related incidents is disproportionately higher in low- and middle-income countries, where rapid urbanization, weak regulatory enforcement, and limited safety infrastructure contribute to increased vulnerability (James et al., 2019; WHO, 2023). Globally, fire, heat, and hot substances account for substantial mortality and morbidity, with over 120,000 deaths and millions of injuries reported annually (James et al., 2019). In Nigeria, this burden is particularly evident, as hospital-based studies consistently identify burns and fire-related injuries as leading causes of trauma admissions, often resulting from preventable domestic and residential incidents (Abubakar et al., 2023; Akinlabi et al., 2022). The persistence of high caseloads in burn centres across South-Eastern Nigeria further highlights the severity and ongoing nature of the problem (Mba et al., 2025). Educational settings, especially student residential environments, are increasingly recognized as high-risk locations for fire outbreaks. This is largely due to factors such as overcrowding, frequent use of electrical appliances, unsafe cooking practices, and human error (Dowlati et al., 2020; Shokouhi et al., 2018). While institutional attention often focuses on on-campus housing, off-campus hostels present a more complex and potentially hazardous environment. 
These accommodations are typically privately owned and operate with minimal regulatory oversight, increasing the likelihood of inadequate safety measures. Evidence from Nigerian universities indicates that many student hostels lack essential firefighting equipment and that residents often demonstrate insufficient preparedness for fire emergencies (Daramola et al., 2024; Onyekwere et al., 2024). The relationship between fire safety knowledge and actual safety practices remains a critical issue in understanding fire risk. Although awareness of fire hazards is an important component of prevention, it does not automatically translate into safe behaviour. Research across different contexts has shown that individuals may possess moderate or even high levels of knowledge while still demonstrating poor practical skills and unsafe behaviours (Ahmad AlWaqfi et al., 2022; Marzban et al., 2025). In Nigeria, similar patterns have been observed, with studies reporting low levels of fire safety knowledge and limited exposure to formal safety training among building occupants (Sholanke et al., 2024). These findings suggest the presence of a persistent knowledge–practice gap, where awareness alone is insufficient to drive behavioural change. This study is conceptually anchored in the Health Belief Model (HBM), which provides a useful framework for understanding health-related behaviours. The model posits that individuals are more likely to adopt preventive actions when they perceive themselves as susceptible to a risk, believe the consequences to be severe, recognize the benefits of action, and perceive minimal barriers to implementation (Alyafei & Easton-Carr, 2024; Jones et al., 2014). 
In the context of fire safety, students may be aware of risks but fail to act due to perceived barriers such as lack of equipment, financial constraints, or social influences within their living environment. This highlights the importance of examining not only knowledge but also the contextual and behavioural factors that shape safety practices. Despite growing evidence on fire safety in institutional settings, there remains a notable gap in research focusing specifically on off-campus student populations in Nigerian universities. Existing studies have largely concentrated on on-campus housing or generalized student preparedness, leaving the unique challenges of off-campus hostels underexplored (Daramola et al., 2024; Yakubani et al., 2018). Given the distinct regulatory, infrastructural, and social dynamics of these environments, context-specific investigations are essential for developing effective interventions. As emphasized in safety literature, proactive fire risk management requires localized evidence to inform targeted and sustainable prevention strategies (Steen-Hansen et al., 2020). In response to this gap, the present study examines the knowledge and practice of fire safety among students residing in off-campus hostels around Abia State University, Uturu. By exploring both awareness and behavioural dimensions, as well as the barriers influencing safety practices, the study aims to generate empirical evidence that can guide policy development, educational interventions, and improved safety standards. Ultimately, this research seeks to contribute to the broader goal of reducing fire-related risks and enhancing the safety and well-being of students in high-risk residential environments.
2.0 METHODS
3.1 Area of Study: This study was conducted in Uturu, located in Isuikwuato Local Government Area of Abia State, South-Eastern Nigeria. Uturu is a prominent academic hub hosting Abia State University (ABSU), a state-owned institution established in 1981 (ABSU, 2025). The research specifically focused on off-campus residential areas surrounding the university, commonly known as student hostel zones such as “UpGate.” These areas are characterized by high population density, privately owned accommodations, and limited regulatory oversight by university authorities. This context is particularly relevant for assessing fire safety knowledge and practices, as students largely depend on personal awareness and self-regulation. The broader environmental setting of Abia State within the tropical rainforest belt further influences infrastructural and safety conditions (Abia State Government, 2025).
3.2 Research Design: A quantitative descriptive cross-sectional survey design was adopted for this study. This design enabled the collection of data at a single point in time to assess the current status of fire safety knowledge, practices, and perceptions among students. It also allowed for the examination of relationships between variables without manipulation of the study environment (Sedgwick, 2014).
3.3 Population of the Study: The target population consisted of all registered undergraduate students of Abia State University residing in privately owned off-campus hostels during the 2024/2025 academic session. This population was heterogeneous, including students from different faculties, academic levels, and socio-demographic backgrounds. Due to the informal nature of off-campus accommodation, the exact population size was not precisely known.
3.4 Sample Population / Sample Size: The sample size was determined using Cochran’s formula for an infinite population. With a 95% confidence level (Z = 1.96), a proportion estimate of 0.5, and a margin of error of 0.05, the calculated sample size was 385 respondents (Cochran, 1977). To account for non-response and incomplete questionnaires, a 10% contingency was added, resulting in a final sample size of approximately 425 participants.
3.5 Sampling Technique and Procedure: A multi-stage sampling technique was employed to ensure representativeness. First, the off-campus area was divided into clusters based on geographical zones around the university, from which selected zones with high student density were purposively chosen. Second, hostels within these zones were purposively selected to reflect variations in size and living conditions. Finally, convenience sampling was used to recruit willing participants within hostels, supported by a snowball technique where respondents referred other eligible students. Participation was limited to verified undergraduate students.
3.6 Instrument for Data Collection: Data were collected using a structured, self-administered questionnaire divided into four sections: socio-demographic characteristics, fire safety knowledge, fire safety practices and preparedness, and perceptual factors based on the Health Belief Model. This structure enabled comprehensive assessment of both awareness and behavioural aspects of fire safety.
3.7 Validity and Reliability of the Instrument
3.7.1 Validity: Face and content validity were established through expert review. Public health specialists assessed the questionnaire for clarity, relevance, and alignment with study objectives and theoretical constructs, leading to necessary revisions.
3.7.2 Reliability: A pilot study involving 30 students from a similar off-campus setting was conducted. Internal consistency of the instrument was evaluated using Cronbach’s Alpha, with a coefficient of 0.70 or higher considered acceptable (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).
3.8 Ethical Clearance: Ethical approval was obtained from the Abia State University Research Ethics Committee. Participation was voluntary, and informed consent was obtained from all respondents. Confidentiality was ensured through anonymized data collection, and participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any stage without consequences.
3.9 Method of Data Collection: Data collection was carried out over a period of 4–6 weeks. The researcher visited selected hostels, identified eligible participants, explained the study, obtained consent, and administered questionnaires. Respondents completed the questionnaires on-site, ensuring a high response rate.
3.10 Method of Data Analysis: Data were coded and analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 27). Descriptive statistics such as frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations were used to summarize variables. Inferential statistics, including Chi-square tests, correlation analysis, and multiple linear regression, were employed to examine relationships between knowledge, perceptions, and fire safety practices. A p-value of less than 0.05 was considered statistically significant.
3.0 RESULT AND DISCUSSION
Table 1: Socio-Demographic Profile of Respondents
	Variables
	Categories
	Frequency (n=425)
	Percentage (%)

	Age (years)
	16 - 20
	138
	32.5

	
	21 - 25
	196
	46.1

	
	26 - 30
	63
	14.8

	
	Above 30
	28
	6.6

	Gender
	Male
	201
	47.3

	
	Female
	224
	52.7

	Ethnicity
	Igbo
	362
	85.2

	
	Hausa
	22
	5.2

	
	Yoruba
	29
	6.8

	
	Other
	12
	2.8

	Religion
	Christianity
	381
	89.6

	
	Islam
	34
	8.0

	
	Traditional Religion
	6
	1.4

	
	Other
	4
	0.9

	Faculty
	Medicine and Health Sciences
	96
	22.6

	
	Biological & Physical Health Sciences
	74
	17.4

	
	Business Administration
	58
	13.6

	
	Humanities and Social Sciences
	82
	19.3

	
	Management Sciences
	61
	14.4

	
	Engineering & Environmental Studies
	32
	7.5

	
	Education
	16
	3.8

	
	Pharmaceutical Sciences
	4
	0.9

	
	Other
	2
	0.5

	Level
	100
	121
	28.5

	
	200
	104
	24.5

	
	300
	98
	23.1

	
	400
	82
	19.3

	
	500
	16
	3.8

	
	600
	4
	0.9

	No. of roommates
	1 - 2
	62
	14.6

	
	3 - 4
	168
	39.5

	
	5 - 6
	141
	33.2

	
	More than 6
	54
	12.7

	Duration of stay in hostel
	Less than 6 months
	76
	17.9

	
	6 months - 1 year
	132
	31.1

	
	1 - 2 years
	118
	27.8

	
	More than 2 years
	99
	23.3


Table 2: Knowledge of Fire Safety Measures among Students Residing in Off-Campus Hostels in Abia State University, Uturu
	Variables
	Frequency (n=425)
	Percentage (%)

	Most common cause of fire
	
	

	Electrical faults
	186
	43.8

	Arson
	22
	5.2

	Cooking accidents
	154
	36.2

	Natural causes
	18
	4.2

	I do not know
	45
	10.6

	First action when a small fire is discovered in the room
	
	

	Immediately use a nearby fire extinguisher on the fire
	146
	34.4

	Activate the fire alarm or shout to alert others, then attempt to extinguish it
	162
	38.1

	Run outside immediately to call for help from a safe place
	82
	19.3

	Try to put it out with water or by other improvised means
	21
	4.9

	I do not know
	14
	3.3

	Way to prevent electrical fires
	
	

	Using one multi-socket adapter for all appliances
	48
	11.3

	Plugging only high-wattage appliances into a single socket
	26
	6.1

	Unplugging appliances like pressing irons and phone chargers when not in use
	271
	63.8

	Covering electrical cords with a rug
	44
	10.4

	I do not know
	36
	8.5

	Type of extinguisher for an electrical fire
	
	

	Water extinguisher
	38
	8.9

	Foam extinguisher
	54
	12.7

	CO₂ or dry powder extinguisher
	212
	49.9

	Wet chemical extinguisher
	41
	9.6

	I do not know
	80
	18.8

	Meaning of PASS in the use of fire extinguisher
	
	

	Pull, Aim, Squeeze, Sweep
	248
	58.4

	Point, Alert, Spray, Stop
	46
	10.8

	Press, Activate, Stand, Spread
	29
	6.8

	I do not know
	102
	24.0

	Safest way to exit a smoke-filled hallway/passage
	
	

	Run as fast as you can to the nearest exit
	36
	8.5

	Open windows to let the smoke out first before leaving
	52
	12.2

	Stay low (crawl), cover nose/mouth with cloth, move to nearest exit calmly
	261
	61.4

	Hide inside the room and wait for someone to rescue you
	28
	6.6

	I do not know
	48
	11.3

	Item with the HIGHEST fire risk in the room
	
	

	A bucket of water
	14
	3.3

	Books and papers
	68
	16.0

	An inflated mattress
	44
	10.4

	Candles, incense, or a cooking gas cylinder
	258
	60.7

	I do not know
	41
	9.6

	Purpose of Fire Alarm
	42
	9.9

	Automatically call the fire service
	
	

	Alert occupants to evacuate immediately
	274
	64.5

	Turn on the sprinkler system
	56
	13.2

	Shut down the building's electricity
	18
	4.2

	I do not know
	35
	8.2

	Know Emergency number to call for fire/ambulance in your area
	
	

	Yes
	238
	56.0

	No
	187
	44.0



Table 3: Mean Knowledge Score
	Variable
	N
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Total Knowledge
	425
	0.00
	9.00
	4.9647
	1.54833



Table 4: Extent of Knowledge of Fire Safety Measures among Students Residing in Off-Campus Hostels in Abia State University, Uturu
	Extent of Knowledge 
	Frequency (n=425)
	Percentage (%)

	Poor
	155
	36.5

	Good
	270
	63.5



Table 5: Source of Information on Fire Safety among Students Residing in Off-Campus Hostels in Abia State University, Uturu
	Variables
	Frequency (n=425)
	Percentage (%)

	Major Source of Information on Fire Safety
	
	

	Family/home
	64
	15.1

	School/University course or drills
	112
	26.4

	Internet / social media
	136
	32.0

	Friends / roommates
	52
	12.2

	Fire department or organized training
	18
	4.2

	Television / radio
	34
	8.0

	Other
	9
	2.1

	Adequacy of information on fire safety by the University/hostel manager
	
	

	Very Adequate
	76
	17.9

	Somewhat Adequate
	186
	43.8

	Not Adequate
	112
	26.4

	No information was provided at all
	51
	12.0



Table 6: Preventive Practices Regarding Fire Safety among Students Residing in Off-Campus Hostels in Abia State University, Uturu
	Variables
	Frequency (n=425)
	Percentage (%)

	Way of using electrical appliances and cords in the room
	
	

	We avoid overloading sockets and unplug appliances like irons/heaters when not in use
	176
	41.4

	We use extension cords but try to be careful about not overloading them
	142
	33.4

	We regularly plug multiple high-power appliances (e.g., kettle, iron, heater) into a single cord/socket
	68
	16.0

	We do not pay specific attention to how we use electrical sockets and cords
	39
	9.2

	Way of cooking in the room
	
	

	Someone always stays in the cooking area until cooking is completely finished
	214
	50.4

	The cooking area is sometimes left unattended for short periods
	136
	32.0

	The cooking area is often left unattended for extended periods
	42
	9.9

	Cooking is not done in my hostel room/apartment at all
	33
	7.8

	Keep potential fire hazards away from heat sources
	
	

	Yes, we are always careful to keep such items separated
	228
	53.6

	We are sometimes careful, but it is not a strict rule
	136
	32.0

	No, we do not pay specific attention to this
	39
	9.2

	Not applicable (we have no such items or heat sources)
	22
	5.2

	Condition of main exit routes in the hostel
	
	

	They are clear and unobstructed at all times
	196
	46.1

	They are sometimes blocked by items or locked gates
	142
	33.4

	They are often blocked or difficult to use
	38
	8.9

	I am not sure about the condition of all exit routes
	49
	11.5

	Ever discussed how to prevent fires with roommates
	
	

	Yes, we have specific agreed-upon rules
	162
	38.1

	We have talked about it generally but have no fixed rules
	144
	33.9

	No, we have never discussed it
	98
	23.1

	I live alone
	21
	4.9



Table 7: Mean Preventive Practice Score
	Variable
	N
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Total Preventive Practice
	425
	0.00
	5.00
	3.4682
	1.00450



Table 8: Extent of Preventive Practices of Fire Safety Measures among Students Residing in Off-Campus Hostels in Abia State University, Uturu
	Variables
	Frequency (n=425)
	Percentage (%)

	Poor
	216
	50.8

	Good
	209
	49.2



Table 9: Response Preparedness for Fire Outbreak among Students Residing in Off-Campus Hostels in Abia State University, Uturu
	Variables
	Frequency (n=425)
	Percentage (%)

	Know the location of the TWO nearest fire exits from your room
	
	

	Yes, I know both clearly
	164
	38.6

	I know only one exit (the main one I use)
	142
	33.4

	I am not sure
	96
	22.6

	I believe there is only one exit
	23
	5.4

	Availability of Fire Safety Items
	
	

	Fire Extinguishers
	213
	50.1

	Fire Alarm
	188
	44.2

	Smoke Detectors
	149
	35.1

	Sprinkler System
	66
	15.5

	Designated Assembly/Meting Point outside
	96
	22.6

	None of the above
	103
	24.2

	Know if items are functional
	
	

	Yes, I believe they are functional and maintained
	148
	34.8

	Some are functional, but I doubt all of them work
	172
	40.5

	I do not know if they are functional
	76
	17.9

	I am sure some or all are not functional
	29
	6.8

	First Action if fire outbreak occurs in the hostel at night
	
	

	Grab my phone, laptop, and important documents before leaving
	42
	9.9

	Alert my roommates/neighbours by shouting, then evacuate immediately
	264
	62.1

	Try to find the source of the fire and put it out myself
	78
	18.4

	I have not thought about it / I don't know
	41
	9.6

	Ever participated in fire drill in the hostel
	
	

	Yes
	112
	26.4

	No
	313
	73.6



Table 10: Mean Response Preparedness Score
	Variable
	N
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Total Response Preparedness
	425
	0.00
	8.00
	3.6988
	1.42704



Table 11: Extent of Response Preparedness for Fire Outbreak among Students Residing in Off-Campus Hostels in Abia State University, Uturu
	Variables
	Frequency (n=425)
	Percentage (%)

	Poor
	298
	70.1

	Good
	127
	29.9



Table 12: Major Barrier in Practicing Fire Safety in the Hostel among Students Residing in Off-Campus Hostels in Abia State University, Uturu
	Major Barrier
	Frequency (n=425)
	Percentage (%)

	Lack of proper facilities
	168
	39.5

	The inconvenience or extra cost of being safe
	96
	22.6

	Behaviour of roommates/peers (they are not safety-conscious)
	112
	26.4

	I believe fire is not a major risk here, so it's not a priority
	49
	11.5



Table 13: Factors that Influence Extent of Knowledge of Fire Safety Measures among Students Residing in Off-Campus Hostels in Abia State University, Uturu
	
	
	Extent of Knowledge
	

	Variables
	Categories
	Poor (n=155)
	Good (n=270)
	Total (n=425)
	ChiSquare 
(p-value)

	Age (years)
	16 – 20
	54 (12.7)
	84 (19.8)
	138 (32.5)
	5.422 (0.143)

	
	21 – 25
	61 (14.4)
	135 (31.8)
	196 (46.1)
	

	
	26 – 30
	29 (6.8)
	34 (8.0)
	63 (14.8)
	

	
	Above 30
	11 (2.6)
	17 (4.0)
	28 (6.6)
	

	Gender
	Male
	77 (18.1)
	124 (29.2)
	201 (47.3)
	0.556 (0.456)

	
	Female
	78 (18.4)
	146 (34.4)
	224 (52.7)
	

	Ethnicity
	Igbo
	134 (31.5)
	228 (53.6)
	362 (85.2)
	3.214 (0.360)

	
	Hausa
	10 (2.4)
	12 (2.8)
	22 (5.2)
	

	
	Yoruba
	9 (2.1)
	20 (4.7)
	29 (6.8)
	

	
	Other
	2 (0.5)
	10 (2.4)
	12 (2.8)
	

	Religion
	Christianity
	135 (31.8)
	246 (57.9)
	381 (89.6)
	2.164 (0.539)

	
	Islam
	16 (3.8)
	18 (4.2)
	34 (8.0)
	

	
	Traditional Religion
	2 (0.5)
	4 (0.9)
	6 (1.4)
	

	
	Other
	2 (0.5)
	2 (0.5)
	4 (0.9)
	

	Faculty
	Medicine & Health Sciences
	36 (8.5)
	60 (14.1)
	96 (22.6)
	6.421 (0.600)

	
	Biological & Physical Health Sciences
	20 (4.7)
	54 (12.7)
	74 (17.4)
	

	
	Business Administration
	27 (6.4)
	31 (7.3)
	58 (13.6)
	

	
	Humanities & Social Sciences
	31 (7.3)
	51 (12.0)
	82 (19.3)
	

	
	Management Sciences
	21 (4.9)
	40 (9.4)
	61 (14.4)
	

	
	Engineering & Environmental Studies
	11 (2.6)
	21 (4.9)
	32 (7.5)
	

	
	Education
	7 (1.6)
	9 (2.1)
	16 (3.8)
	

	
	Pharmaceutical Sciences
	1 (0.2)
	3 (0.7)
	4 (0.9)
	

	
	Other
	1 (0.2)
	1 (0.2)
	2 (0.5)
	

	Level
	100
	34 (8.0)
	87 (20.5)
	121 (28.5)
	7.761 (0.170)

	
	200
	44 (10.4)
	60 (14.1)
	104 (24.5)
	

	
	300
	37 (8.7)
	61 (14.4)
	98 (23.1)
	

	
	400
	35 (8.2)
	47 (11.1)
	82 (19.3)
	

	
	500
	4 (0.9)
	12 (2.8)
	16 (3.8)
	

	
	600
	1 (0.2)
	3 (0.7)
	4 (0.9)
	

	No. of Roommates
	1 – 2
	25 (5.9)
	37 (8.7)
	62 (14.6)
	2.527 (0.470)

	
	3 – 4
	57 (13.4)
	111 (26.1)
	168 (39.5)
	

	
	5 – 6
	49 (11.5)
	92 (21.6)
	141 (33.2)
	

	
	More than 6
	24 (5.6)
	30 (7.1)
	54 (12.7)
	

	Duration of Stay in 
	Less than 6 months
	30 (7.1)
	46 (10.8)
	76 (17.9)
	1.669 (0.644)

	Hostel
	6 months – 1 year
	44 (10.4)
	88 (20.7)
	132 (31.1)
	

	
	1 – 2 years
	41 (9.6)
	77 (18.1)
	118 (27.8)
	

	
	More than 2 years
	40 (9.4)
	59 (13.9)
	99 (23.3)
	


*Percentages in parentheses
*Percentages are % of total (n = 425)
Table 14: Factors that Influence Extent of Preventive Practices of Fire Safety Measures among Students Residing in Off-Campus Hostels in Abia State University, Uturu
	Variables
	Categories
	Poor (n=216)
	Good (n=209)
	Total (n=425)
	ChiSquare
(p-value)

	Age
	16 – 20
	70 (16.5)
	68 (16.0)
	138 (32.5)
	8.115 (0.044)*

	
	21 – 25
	95 (22.4)
	101 (23.8)
	196 (46.1)
	

	
	26 – 30
	41 (9.6)
	22 (5.2)
	63 (14.8)
	

	
	Above 30
	10 (2.4)
	18 (4.2)
	28 (6.6)
	

	Gender
	Male
	103 (24.2)
	98 (23.1)
	201 (47.3)
	0.027 (0.870)

	
	Female
	113 (26.6)
	111 (26.1)
	224 (52.7)
	

	Ethnicity
	Igbo
	184 (43.3)
	178 (41.9)
	362 (85.2)
	1.574 (0.665)

	
	Hausa
	9 (2.1)
	13 (3.1)
	22 (5.2)
	

	
	Yoruba
	17 (4.0)
	12 (2.8)
	29 (6.8)
	

	
	Other
	6 (1.4)
	6 (1.4)
	12 (2.8)
	

	Religion
	Christianity
	195 (45.9)
	186 (43.8)
	381 (89.6)
	1.098 (0.778)

	
	Islam
	17 (4.0)
	17 (4.0)
	34 (8.0)
	

	
	Traditional Religion
	3 (0.7)
	3 (0.7)
	6 (1.4)
	

	
	Other
	1 (0.2)
	3 (0.7)
	4 (0.9)
	

	Faculty
	Medicine & Health Sciences
	52 (12.2)
	44 (10.4)
	96 (22.6)
	5.607 (0.691)

	
	Biological & Physical Health Sciences
	40 (9.4)
	34 (8.0)
	74 (17.4)
	

	
	Business Administration
	28 (6.6)
	30 (7.1)
	58 (13.6)
	

	
	Humanities & Social Sciences
	39 (9.2)
	43 (10.1)
	82 (19.3)
	

	
	Management Sciences
	27 (6.4)
	34 (8.0)
	61 (14.4)
	

	
	Engineering & Environmental Studies
	18 (4.2)
	14 (3.3)
	32 (7.5)
	

	
	Education
	10 (2.4)
	6 (1.4)
	16 (3.8)
	

	
	Pharmaceutical Sciences
	2 (0.5)
	2 (0.5)
	4 (0.9)
	

	
	Other
	0 (0.0)
	2 (0.5)
	2 (0.5)
	

	Level
	100
	68 (16.0)
	53 (12.5)
	121 (28.5)
	5.621 (0.345)

	
	200
	44 (10.4)
	60 (14.1)
	104 (24.5)
	

	
	300
	51 (12.0)
	47 (11.1)
	98 (23.1)
	

	
	400
	41 (9.6)
	41 (9.6)
	82 (19.3)
	

	
	500
	9 (2.1)
	7 (1.6)
	16 (3.8)
	

	
	600
	3 (0.7)
	1 (0.2)
	4 (0.9)
	

	No. of 
	1 – 2
	31 (7.3)
	31 (7.3)
	62 (14.6)
	1.507 (0.681)

	Roommates
	3 – 4
	80 (18.8)
	88 (20.7)
	168 (39.5)
	

	
	5 – 6
	75 (17.6)
	66 (15.5)
	141 (33.2)
	

	
	More than 6
	30 (7.1)
	24 (5.6)
	54 (12.7)
	

	Duration of Stay 
	Less than 6 months
	48 (11.3)
	28 (6.6)
	76 (17.9)
	8.421 (0.038)*

	in Hostel
	6 months – 1 year
	65 (15.3)
	67 (15.8)
	132 (31.1)
	

	
	1 – 2 years
	50 (11.8)
	68 (16.0)
	118 (27.8)
	

	
	More than 2 years
	53 (12.5)
	46 (10.8)
	99 (23.3)
	

	Extent of 
	Poor
	82 (19.3)
	73 (17.2)
	155 (36.5)
	0.422 (0.516)

	Knowledge
	Good
	134 (31.5)
	136 (32.0)
	270 (63.5)
	


*Percentages in parentheses
*Percentages are % of total (n = 425)
Table 15: Predictors of Preventive Practice Regarding Fire Safety among Students (n = 425)
	Variables
	AOR
	95% CI
	p-value

	Age
	
	
	0.042*

	16–20 years
	0.53
	0.23 – 1.25
	0.147

	21–25 years
	0.58
	0.25 – 1.34
	0.203

	26–30 years
	0.29
	0.11 – 0.74
	0.010*

	Duration of Stay in Hostel
	
	
	0.035*

	Less than 6 months
	0.68
	0.36 – 1.26
	0.215

	6 months – 1 year
	1.21
	0.72 – 2.06
	0.474

	1 – 2 years
	1.61
	0.93 – 2.78
	0.090


*Dependent Variable: Practice Level (Poor = 0, Good = 1)
*Reference categories: Age: Above 30 years; Duration of stay: More than 2 years
*Omnibus χ² (6) = 17.039, p = 0.009.  
*Hosmer–Lemeshow p = 0.542
*Nagelkerke R² = 0.052
*Overall classification accuracy = 60.5%
* Significant at p < 0.05
Table 16: Factors that Influence Extent of Response Preparedness for Fire Outbreak among Students Residing in Off-Campus Hostels in Abia State University, Uturu
	Variables
	Categories
	Poor (n=298)
	Good (n=127)
	Total (n=425)
	ChiSquare
(p-value)

	Age
	16 – 20
	87 (20.5)
	51 (12.0)
	138 (32.5)
	9.615 (0.022)*

	
	21 – 25
	144 (33.9)
	52 (12.2)
	196 (46.1)
	

	
	26 – 30
	42 (9.9)
	21 (4.9)
	63 (14.8)
	

	
	Above 30
	25 (5.9)
	3 (0.7)
	28 (6.6)
	

	Gender
	Male
	137 (32.2)
	64 (15.1)
	201 (47.3)
	0.698 (0.403)

	
	Female
	161 (37.9)
	63 (14.8)
	224 (52.7)
	

	Ethnicity
	Igbo
	249 (58.6)
	113 (26.6)
	362 (85.2)
	2.302 (0.512)

	
	Hausa
	17 (4.0)
	5 (1.2)
	22 (5.2)
	

	
	Yoruba
	22 (5.2)
	7 (1.6)
	29 (6.8)
	

	
	Other
	10 (2.4)
	2 (0.5)
	12 (2.8)
	

	Religion
	Christianity
	267 (62.8)
	114 (26.8)
	381 (89.6)
	1.838 (0.607)

	
	Islam
	23 (5.4)
	11 (2.6)
	34 (8.0)
	

	
	Traditional Religion
	4 (0.9)
	2 (0.5)
	6 (1.4)
	

	
	Other
	4 (0.9)
	0 (0.0)
	4 (0.9)
	

	Faculty
	Medicine & Health Sciences
	68 (16.0)
	28 (6.6)
	96 (22.6)
	9.531 (0.300)

	
	Biological & Physical Health Sciences
	56 (13.2)
	18 (4.2)
	74 (17.4)
	

	
	Business Administration
	36 (8.5)
	22 (5.2)
	58 (13.6)
	

	
	Humanities & Social Sciences
	63 (14.8)
	19 (4.5)
	82 (19.3)
	

	
	Management Sciences
	43 (10.1)
	18 (4.2)
	61 (14.4)
	

	
	Engineering & Environmental Studies
	17 (4.0)
	15 (3.5)
	32 (7.5)
	

	
	Education
	11 (2.6)
	5 (1.2)
	16 (3.8)
	

	
	Pharmaceutical Sciences
	3 (0.7)
	1 (0.2)
	4 (0.9)
	

	
	Other
	1 (0.2)
	1 (0.2)
	2 (0.5)
	

	Level
	100
	86 (20.2)
	35 (8.2)
	121 (28.5)
	1.250 (0.940)

	
	200
	76 (17.9)
	28 (6.6)
	104 (24.5)
	

	
	300
	67 (15.8)
	31 (7.3)
	98 (23.1)
	

	
	400
	56 (13.2)
	26 (6.1)
	82 (19.3)
	

	
	500
	10 (2.4)
	6 (1.4)
	16 (3.8)
	

	
	600
	3 (0.7)
	1 (0.2)
	4 (0.9)
	

	No. of 
	1 – 2
	33 (7.8)
	29 (6.8)
	62 (14.6)
	11.985 (0.007)*

	Roommates
	3 – 4
	126 (29.6)
	42 (9.9)
	168 (39.5)
	

	
	5 – 6
	97 (22.8)
	44 (10.4)
	141 (33.2)
	

	
	More than 6
	42 (9.9)
	12 (2.8)
	54 (12.7)
	

	Duration of 
	Less than 6 months
	51 (12.0)
	25 (5.9)
	76 (17.9)
	0.863 (0.834)

	Stay in 
	6 months – 1 year
	91 (21.4)
	41 (9.6)
	132 (31.1)
	

	Hostel
	1 – 2 years
	86 (20.2)
	32 (7.5)
	118 (27.8)
	

	
	More than 2 years
	70 (16.5)
	29 (6.8)
	99 (23.3)
	

	Extent of 
	Poor
	107 (25.2)
	48 (11.3)
	155 (36.5)
	0.137 (0.711)

	Knowledge
	Good
	191 (44.9)
	79 (18.6)
	270 (63.5)
	

	Extent of 
	Poor
	148 (34.8)
	68 (16.0)
	216 (50.8)
	0.536 (0.464)

	Practice
	Good
	150 (35.3)
	59 (13.9)
	209 (49.2)
	


*Percentages in parentheses
*Percentages are % of total (n = 425)
Table 17: Predictors of Response Preparedness among Students Residing in Off-Campus Hostels (n = 425)
	Variables
	AOR
	95% CI
	p-value

	Age
	
	
	0.027*

	21–25 years
	0.62
	0.38 – 1.00
	0.049*

	26–30 years
	0.83
	0.44 – 1.58
	0.569

	Above 30 years
	0.19
	0.05 – 0.65
	0.009*

	Number of Room Occupants
	
	
	0.007*

	3–4 occupants
	0.38
	0.20 – 0.70
	0.002*

	5–6 occupants
	0.55
	0.30 – 1.03
	0.062

	More than 6 occupants
	0.31
	0.14 – 0.71
	0.005*


*Dependent Variable: Response Preparedness (Poor = 0, Good = 1)
*Reference categories: Age (16–20 years); Room occupants (1–2)
*Omnibus χ² (6) = 22.586, p = 0.001
*Hosmer–Lemeshow p = 0.387
*Nagelkerke R² = 0.073
*Overall classification accuracy = 72.0%
* Significant at p < 0.05
Discussion:
The findings of this study provide important insight into fire safety knowledge, practices, and preparedness among students residing in off-campus hostels around Abia State University, Uturu, and highlight critical gaps that have also been documented in both Nigerian and international literature. The results indicate that while a reasonable proportion of students demonstrated awareness of basic fire safety concepts, this knowledge did not consistently translate into adequate preventive practices or emergency preparedness. This disconnect aligns with existing research that emphasizes the complex and often indirect relationship between knowledge and behaviour in safety contexts. For instance, Cvetković et al. (2022) argued that knowledge alone is insufficient to drive safety practices unless mediated by perception, environmental support, and enabling conditions. Similarly, Ahmad AlWaqfi et al. (2022) and Marzban et al. (2025) reported that although students in hostile environments may possess moderate to good theoretical understanding of fire risks, their practical competence and readiness to respond remain inadequate. The pattern observed in this study suggests that students’ fire safety awareness is largely superficial and not reinforced by practical exposure or structured training. This supports the findings of Sholanke et al. (2024), who attributed poor fire safety knowledge among building occupants in Nigeria to a lack of formal training programs. 
In the present study, many respondents were able to identify general causes of fire outbreaks, such as electrical faults and unsafe cooking practices, which is consistent with Shokouhi et al. (2018), who highlighted these factors as dominant causes of residential fires globally. However, when deeper aspects of knowledge were assessed, such as understanding how to operate fire extinguishers or respond appropriately during an emergency, significant gaps became evident. This suggests that knowledge acquisition in this context is largely informal and not sufficiently comprehensive to support effective action during emergencies. The inadequacy of preventive practices further reinforces the presence of a knowledge, practice gap. Despite awareness of fire hazards, many students reported behaviours that increase fire risk, such as overloading electrical sockets, improper handling of flammable materials, and lack of routine checks on electrical appliances. This aligns with findings by Delaliarte et al. (2024), who observed that fire safety awareness among students did not consistently translate into safe practices. The persistence of unsafe behaviours can be critically attributed to a combination of environmental, behavioural, and systemic factors. As noted by Alao et al. (2021), fire safety is not solely dependent on knowledge but also on the presence of enabling infrastructure and supportive behavioural norms. In off-campus hostels, where regulatory oversight is minimal, students are often left to rely on personal discretion, which may not be sufficient to ensure safety. Response preparedness among the students was also found to be inadequate, with many respondents lacking clear evacuation plans, unfamiliarity with escape routes, and limited confidence in handling fire emergencies. 
This finding is consistent with Yakubani et al. (2018), who reported that university students in Nigeria were largely unprepared for fire emergencies and lacked practical training in evacuation procedures. The lack of preparedness can be linked to the absence of organized fire drills, limited access to firefighting equipment, and poor communication of emergency protocols within hostels environments. As Johannes and Koray (2025) emphasized, effective response preparedness requires not only awareness but also repeated practice and institutional support to ensure that individuals can act decisively during emergencies. The study also highlights the influence of perceptual and contextual factors on fire safety behaviour, as explained by the Health Belief Model (Alyafei & Easton-Carr, 2024; Jones et al., 2014). Although some students perceived fire outbreaks as serious and acknowledged the potential consequences, this perception did not necessarily motivate safer practices. This suggests that perceived barriers—such as lack of equipment, inconvenience, or peer influence—may outweigh perceived benefits of safety compliance. Ghasemi et al. (2025) identified similar systemic barriers in fire prevention contexts, emphasizing that environmental constraints often limit individuals’ ability to act on their knowledge. In the present study, students residing in hostels without adequate fire safety infrastructure may feel powerless to implement preventive measures, thereby reinforcing unsafe behaviours.
Another critical issue revealed by the findings is the role of environmental and infrastructural deficiencies in shaping safety outcomes. As Daramola et al. (2024) and Onyekwere et al. (2024) observed, many private hostels lack basic firefighting equipment and safety installations. This study supports those findings, indicating that the absence of fire extinguishers, alarm systems, and clearly marked exits significantly undermines students’ ability to practice fire safety effectively. Steen-Hansen et al. (2020) emphasized that proactive fire safety management must move beyond reactive responses and focus on creating environments that facilitate safe behaviours. In the context of off-campus hostels, this requires collaboration between university authorities, hostel owners, and regulatory agencies to establish and enforce minimum safety standards. The relationship between knowledge and practice, as explored in this study, further underscores the limitations of relying solely on awareness-based interventions. While knowledge is an essential component of safety behaviours, it does not automatically lead to action in the absence of supportive conditions. 
This finding is consistent with the broader literature, which demonstrates that behavioural change in safety contexts requires a combination of education, environmental modification, and policy enforcement. As Cvetković et al. (2022) highlighted, effective fire safety behaviours are shaped by a complex interaction of cognitive, social, and environmental factors, rather than knowledge alone. Overall, the findings of this study confirm that students in off-campus hostels constitute a vulnerable population with significant gaps in fire safety knowledge, practices, and preparedness. These gaps are driven not only by limited awareness but also by systemic challenges, including inadequate infrastructure, lack of formal training, and weak regulatory oversight. The implications are substantial, as these deficiencies increase the risk of fire outbreaks and exacerbate the potential consequences when such incidents occur. Addressing these challenges requires a multifaceted approach that integrates education, infrastructure improvement, and policy enforcement. By generating context-specific evidence, this study contributes to the growing body of research advocating for proactive, prevention-oriented strategies to enhance fire safety in high-risk residential settings.


4.0 CONCLUSION
This study investigated the knowledge and practice of fire safety among 425 undergraduate students residing in off-campus hostels around Abia State University, Uturu. Based on the findings, the following conclusions are drawn: Regarding the extent of knowledge of fire safety measures: The majority of students (63.5%) demonstrated good knowledge of fire safety measures, with a mean knowledge score of 4.96 ± 1.55 out of 9. Students correctly identified major fire causes (electrical faults, cooking accidents) and basic prevention methods. However, significant knowledge gaps persist in critical areas, particularly regarding the practical use of fire extinguishers (24.0% did not know the PASS technique), appropriate extinguisher types for electrical fires (18.8% lacked this knowledge), and emergency contact numbers (44.0% did not know the correct number to call). Knowledge levels were uniformly distributed across all sociodemographic groups, with no significant associations with age, gender, faculty, level of study, or duration of stay, indicating that fire safety education is not effectively integrated into the university curriculum or student experience. Regarding the sources of fire safety information: Students primarily rely on informal and unverified information channels, with the internet/social media (32.0%) being the most common source, followed by school/university sources (26.4%). Only 4.2% had received information from the fire department or through organized training. The perceived adequacy of information from university and hostel management was poor, with only 17.9% rating it as very adequate and 12.0% reporting that no information was provided at all. This indicates systemic failures in safety communication and a missed opportunity for authoritative, accurate fire safety education. 
Regarding preventive practices of fire safety: Only 49.2% of students demonstrated good preventive practices, with a mean practice score of 3.47 ± 1.00 out of 5. While some positive practices exist (41.4% avoid socket overloading, 50.4% stay with cooking until finished, 53.6% keep hazards away from heat sources), significant deficiencies were identified: 16.0% regularly overload sockets, 41.9% reported blocked or obstructed exits, and 23.1% had never discussed fire prevention with roommates. Critically, no significant association was found between knowledge and practice (p = 0.516), confirming the existence of a knowledge-practice gap where theoretical awareness does not translate into consistent safe behaviours. Regarding response preparedness for fire outbreak: Only 29.9% of students demonstrated good response preparedness, with a mean preparedness score of 3.70 ± 1.43 out of 8. This represents the most critical finding of the study, over 70% of students are not adequately prepared to respond to a fire emergency. Only 38.6% knew both fire exits, safety equipment availability was inadequate (only 50.1% had extinguishers, 24.2% had no safety items), and functionality was questionable (only 34.8% believed equipment was functional). Most alarmingly, 73.6% had never participated in a fire drill in their hostel. No significant associations were found between preparedness and either knowledge (p = 0.711) or preventive practices (p = 0.464), indicating that preparedness is a distinct competency requiring specific training. Regarding perceived barriers and risk perception: The major barriers to practicing fire safety were lack of proper facilities (39.5%), negative peer behaviour (26.4%), inconvenience or cost (22.6%), and low-risk perception (11.5%). These barriers align with the Health Belief Model's "perceived barriers" construct and explain why knowledgeable students fail to practice safety. Risk perception was polarized: while 60.2% perceived fire as at least somewhat likely, 39.8% held low-risk perceptions, representing a significant challenge for safety promotion.
Regarding factors influencing knowledge, practices, and preparedness: Knowledge was uniformly distributed with no demographic predictors, indicating universal deficits. Preventive practices were significantly influenced by age (p = 0.044) and duration of stay (p = 0.038), with students aged 26-30 years being 71% less likely to have good practices than those above 30 years. Response preparedness was significantly influenced by age (p = 0.022) and number of roommates (p = 0.007), with students in crowded rooms (3-4 occupants: 62% less likely; >6 occupants: 69% less likely) and older students (21-25 years: 38% less likely; >30 years: 81% less likely) showing dramatically poorer preparedness. The low explanatory power of regression models (5.2% for practices, 7.3% for preparedness) indicates that unmeasured environmental, social, and psychological factors are major determinants of safety behaviours. This study therefore reveals a paradoxical situation where a majority of students possess good theoretical knowledge of fire safety, yet this knowledge fails to translate into adequate preventive practices or response preparedness. The knowledge-practice gap, the severe deficiencies in preparedness, the barriers posed by inadequate infrastructure and peer behaviour, and the almost complete absence of fire drills collectively create a situation of high vulnerability. Students living in off-campus hostels at Abia State University are knowledgeable but unprepared—they know what to do in theory but lack the environmental support, practical skills, and experiential learning necessary to protect themselves in a real fire emergency. The significant associations with age and overcrowding identify specific vulnerable subgroups requiring targeted intervention. Without urgent and comprehensive action to address these gaps, the off-campus student population remains at unacceptable risk of death, injury, and property loss from fire disasters.
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