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Abstract 

This paper explores the persistent development crisis in Nigeria, a nation rich in human and 
natural resources but mired in structural underdevelopment. It interrogates the paradoxes of 
economic growth without  human  advancement, wealth amidst poverty, and democratic governance 
with weak institutions.  Using a qualitative analytical approach grounded  in modernization, 
dependency, and sustainable development theories, the study traces Nigeria’s historical 
development trajectory, identifies key challenges, and highlights contradictions that inhibit 
inclusive progress. The paper concludes with strategic recommendations for institutional reform, 
economic diversification, human capital investment, and long-term planning to achieve sustainable 
national transformation. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

Nigeria, often referred as the ‘Giant of Africa,’ is a country endowed  with vast natural resources, 
a large population, and significant economic potential. However, the promise of national  
development has remained largely unfulfilled, as the country continues to grapple with deep-rooted 
structural challenges that inhibit sustainable growth and progress. Since gaining independence in 
1960, Nigeria has implemented various development plans and policies aimed at transforming its 
economy and improving the living standards of its citizens. Yet, the gap between potential and 
performance remains glaring, giving rise to what can be aptly described as crisis of development. 

The crisis of development in Nigeria is characterized by high levels of poverty, unemployment, 
corruption,  insecurity, and infrastructural deficits, despite decades of economic growth and 
increased government spending. This contradiction presents a paradox that begs critical examination: 
how can a resource-rich nation continue to experience underdevelopment and socio-economic 
instability. 

This paper seeks to investigate the complex and multidimensional nature of the development crisis 
in Nigeria. It examines the  challenges and  paradoxes that  have shaped the country’s development 
landscape and explores the prospects for achieving sustainable progress. Through analyzing  both 
historical and contemporary development patterns, this study aims to contribute to the discourse on 
how Nigeria can transition from crisis to transformation. 

The significance of this study lies in its potential to offer insights for policymakers, development  
practitioners, and scholars concerned with national development. It adopts a qualitative analytical  
approach, drawing on secondary data sources such as policy documents, scholarly articles, and 
development reports. 
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2.  Conceptual and Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Conceptual Clarifications 

To understand the crisis of development in Nigeria, it is essential to first define key terms and 
concepts central to this discourse. 

Development is a multidimensional process that encompasses economic growth, social progress,  
political stability, and human empowerment. It implies a transformation in the quality of life of  
individuals and communities through improved access to education, healthcare, infrastructure, and 
opportunities. 

Crisis of Development refers to a condition in which a country’s developmental processes are 
obstructed or dysfunctional, leading to stagnation or regression in socio-economic indicators. It is 
characterized by persistent poverty, inequality, weak institutions, and poor governance, despite efforts 
and investments aimed at progress. 

Paradoxes in development highlight contradictions where expected outcomes are not achieved.  In  
Nigeria, for instance, economic growth often coexists with high unemployed rates and rising poverty 
levels suggesting that development efforts are not translating into real progress for the majority. 

Sustainable Development,  as defined  by Brundtland Commission (1987), refers to development 
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of  future generations to meet 
their own needs. It emphasizes environmental protection, economic viability, and social inclusion 

2.2 Theoretical Framework 

This study is grounded in three major theories that provide a lens for analyzing Nigeria’s development 
crisis: 

a) Modernization Theory 

Modernization theory posits that underdeveloped countries can achieve development by emulating 
the economic and political systems of developed nations. It views development as a linear process 
of transformation from traditional to modern societies.  However, Nigeria’s experience challenges 
this theory, as the adoption of modern institutions and practices has not yielded consistent progress, 
revealing the limitations of a one-size-fits-all model. 

b) Dependency theory 

Dependency theorists argue that underdevelopment in countries like Nigeria results from 
exploitative relationships with developed nations, rooted in colonialism and perpetuated through 
neocolonial Nigeria’s economic  vulnerabilities  and  hinder  its autonomy in policy-making. 

 



Journal of International Relations, Security and Economic Studies (JIRSES), Vol. 4, No 4, 2025.  
Available online at http://journals.rcmss.com/index.php/jirses. Covered in Scopedatabase- 
https://sdbindex.com/Sourceid/00000434, google scholar, etc. ISSN: 2756-522X  
                                                                       Bassey, Ugo Samuel & Queen Usang Ogban, 2025, 4(4):1-9 
 

3 
 

c)  Sustainable Development theory 

This approach emphasizes a holistic model of progress that integrates economic growth with  
social  equity  and  environmental sustainability. It underlines the importance of  inclusive  
institutions,  participatory governance, and long-term planning.  For Nigeria, this theory offers a 
roadmap for overcoming short-term, consumption-driven policies in favor of strategies that ensure 
lasting  benefits  for  current  and  future generations. 

Together,  these  frameworks  provide  a critical foundation  for  understanding Nigeria’s  
development  challenges  and informing the search for viable solutions. 

3.  Historical Overview of Development in Nigeria 

Nigeria’s development journey has been shaped by a complex interplay of historical, political,  and  
economic  factors.  Since independence in 1960, successive governments have introduced a series of 
development plans and policies aimed at transforming  the  nation’s  economy  and improving  social  
welfare.  However, the outcomes have been mixed, with recurring themes  of  policy  inconsistency,  
poor implementation,  and  weak  institutional frameworks. 

3.1  Post-Independence Development Plans (1960-1985) 

The immediate post independence era was marked by ambitious national development plans. The 
First National Development Plan (1962-1968)  focused  on  agriculture, infrastructure, and education. 
However,  it was disrupted by political instability and the Nigerian Civil War (1967-1970). 

The Second National Development Plan (1970-1974) sought to rebuild the economy after the 
war, emphasizing industrialization and reconstruction. It benefited from rising oil  revenues,  yet  
poor  planning  and corruption limited its impact. 

The Third (1975-1980) and Fourth (1981- 1985) plans continued to emphasize public sector 
investment, but failed to diversify the economy or reduce poverty. During this period, heavy 
dependence  on oil became entrenched, making the economy vulnerable to global price fluctuations. 

3.2. Structural Adjustment and Economic Liberalization (1986-1999) 

Faced  with  economic  recession  and mounting  debt,  the  military  government adopted  the  
Structural  Adjustment Programme  (SAP)  in  1986  under  the guidance  of  the  International  
Monetary Fund, (IMF) and World Bank. The program aimed to reduce government  expenditure, 
liberalize the economy and promote private sector growth. 

While SAP introduced market reforms,  it also  led  to  increased  poverty, unemployment,  and  
inflation,  as  social services  were  cut  and  local  industries struggled under the pressure  of 
imported goods. The period was  also  marred  by authoritarian  rule,  further  undermining 
development efforts. 
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3.3  Democratic  Transition  and  Vision 2010/2020 (1999-Present) 

With the return to democratic governance in 1999, new hopes for development emerged. President  
Obasanjo’s  administration initiated economic reforms,  including the National  Economic  
Empowerment  and Development Strategy (NEEDS) in 2004, which  focused  on  privatization,  anti- 
corruption, and infrastructure development. 

Subsequent administration  introduced Vision 2020, aimed at making Nigeria one of the top 20 
economies by 2020. Despite some  progress  in  telecommunications, banking, and GDP growth, 
the goals of inclusive development, job creation, and poverty reduction remained largely unmet. 

3.4 Recent Development Strategies 

More recently, the Economic Recovery and Growth  Plan  (ERGP)  2017-2020  and National 
Development Plan 2021-2025 were launched to  address economic stagnation, post-recession  
recovery,  and  COVID-19 impacts. These plans continue to highlight critical issues such as energy, 
agriculture, education, and job creation. 
 

4.  Challenges to Development in Nigeria 

Despite decades of development planning and abundant resource endowment, Nigeria continues to 
face persistent obstacles that hinder its progress.  These challenges are structural, systemic, and 
deeply interwoven with the country’s socio-political fabric. 

4.1 Corruption and Poor Governance 

Corruption  remains  a  central  barrier  to development  in  Nigeria.  From  inflated contracts  to  
misappropriation  of  public funds, corrupt practices undermine public trust,  weaken  institutions,  
and  divert resources away from critical development projects.  Successive  administrations  have 
launched  anti-corruption  campaigns,  yet enforcement has often been selective, and institutional 
reforms remain weak. 

4.2 Insecurity and Conflict 

Rising insecurity, driven by insurgency in the North-East (e.g. Boko Haram), farmer- herder  
conflicts,  banditry,  and  separatist movements,  has  significantly  hampered socio-economic 
activities across the country. Insecurity  discourages  both  local  and foreign investment, disrupts 
education and healthcare services, and leads to large-scale displacement and humanitarian crises. 

4.3 Infrastructural Deficit 

Nigeria suffers from a chronic lack of basic infrastructure particularly in power supply, 
transportation, healthcare,  and water.  The unreliable  electricity  productivity  and diminish the 
quality of life. 
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4.4  High  Unemployment  and  Poverty Rates 

Despite being  Africa’s  largest  economy, Nigeria  has  one  of  the  highest unemployment  and  
poverty  rates  in  the world. A large portion of the population, particularly  youth  and  women,  
remains excluded  from  economic  opportunities. Informal employment dominates, while the formal  
sector  struggles  to  absorb  the growing labor force. 

4.5  Policy  Inconsistency  and  Weak Implementation 

Development policies in Nigeria are often short-lived, politically motivated, or poorly implemented.  
Changing  leadership frequently  lead  to  policy  reversals  or abandonment of existing programs, 
creating a  cycle  of  instability  and  inefficiency, institutional capacity for  monitoring  and evaluation 
is also limited. 

4.6  Overdependence on Oil 

The economy’s over-reliance on oil exports makes it vulnerable to global price shocks. This 
mono-economy structure has stifled diversification  into  sectors  such  as agriculture, manufacturing, 
and technology. The failure to build resilience, broad-based economy has perpetuated cycles of 
boom and bust. 

4.7  Ethno-Religious  and  Regional Divisions 

Deep seated ethnic and religious divisions contribute to political instability and policy 
fragmentation.  These  divisions  often manifest  in  the  unequal  distribution  of resources and 
development projects, leading to feedings of marginalization and fostering unrest in various regions. 

5.  Paradoxes  of  Development  in Nigeria 

Nigeria’s development experience is riddled with paradoxes- situations in which apparent progress  
coexists  with  persistent underdevelopment.  These  contradictions highlight the deep-seated 
structural flaws and misalignments that continue to hinder meaningful transformation. 

5.1 Wealth amidst Poverty 

Nigeria is rich in oil, gas, solid minerals, and a large agricultural base. Yet, it remains one of the 
world’s poorest countries in terms of income distribution, living conditions, and access to basic 
services. The paradox of a resource-rich  country  leagued  by  mass poverty underscores the 
failures to translate wealth into inclusive development. 

5.2 Economic Growth without Human Development 

Although Nigeria has recorded periods of significant GDP growth, this has not been accompanied  
by commensurate improvements  in  human  development indicators.  Health,  education,  and  life 
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expectancy  remains  suggesting,  that economic  gains  are  not  improving  the quality of life for the 
majority of Nigerians. 

5.3  Urban  Expansion versus Rural Neglect 

Urban  centers  like  Lagos,  Abuja,  Port Harcourt  have  seen  rapid  development, while rural areas 
remain underdeveloped, with limited access to electricity, roads, clean water, and healthcare. This 
imbalance exacerbates rural-urban migration, leading to overpopulation  and  strain  on  urban 
infrastructure. 

5.4 Rising Education Levels With High Unemployment 

Despite  increased  enrollment  in  tertiary institutions  and  the  growing  number  of graduates, 
unemployment particularly youth unemployment  remains alarmingly  high. This  suggests  a  
mismatch  between educational  output  and  labor  market demands, and highlights the need for 
skills- based and practical education. 

5.5 Foreign Aid and Mounting Debt 

Nigeria receives substantial foreign aid and loans  aimed  at  development,  yet  the country’s debt 
profile continues to rise, with limited visible impact on infrastructure or poverty  reduction.  In  some  
cases,  aid dependency  has  discouraged  internal reforms and promoted fiscal irresponsibility. 

5.6 Democratic Governance with Weak Institutions 

Since the return to democratic rule in 1999, Nigeria has enjoyed uninterrupted elections, but 
democratic dividends have been slow to materialize.  Weak  institutions,  political patronage, and 
lack of accountability hinder the effectiveness of democratic governance in driving development. 

6.  Prospects for Sustainable Progress 

Despite  the  entrenched  challenges  and contradictions  in  Nigeria’s  development journey, there 
remain viable opportunities for meaningful and sustainable progress. Unlocking these prospects 
requires a multi- dimensional  approach  anchored  on institutional reforms, inclusive policies, and 
strategic investments in human capital and infrastructure. 

6.1  Strengthening  Institutions  and Governance 

Robust institutions are the  foundation of  sustainable development. Reforming public institutions  
to  promote  transparency, accountability,  and  service  delivery  is critical. Strengthening the rule of 
law, the judiciary, and anti-corruption agencies will enhance public trust and create an enabling 
environment for development. 
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6.2 Investing in Human Capital 

Sustainable  progress  hinges  on  the development of Nigeria’s greatest asset- its people.  
Prioritizing  quality  education, healthcare, and skill development will equip citizens to contribute 
meaningfully to the economy. Reforms in the education sector must  focus  on  vocational  and 
entrepreneurial training to align with labor market demands. 

6.3  Economic  Diversification  and Industrialization 

Reducing dependence on oil and expanding other  sectors  such  as  agriculture, manufacturing, 
technology, and tourism can drive inclusive growth. Investing in agro-processing,  renewable  energy  
and  local production will create jobs, reduce import dependence, and stimulate rural economies. 

6.4 Promoting Peace and Security 

Security is a precondition for development. Addressing  insecurity  through  a combination of 
military,  diplomatic,  and socio-economic strategies  is  essential. Community  policing,  inter-
agency coordination  and  investment  in  conflict prevention and resolution mechanisms will 
promote stability and protect investments. 

6.5  Youth  Empowerment  and  Civic Participation 

Nigeria’s  youthful  population  is  both  a challenges and an opportunity. Empowering young people 
through access to education, mentorship,  funding,  and  inclusive governance will harness their 
potential as drivers of innovation and growth. Platforms that amplify youth voices in policymaking 
are essential. 

6.6  Policy  Continuity  and  Long-Term Planning 

Development  requires  consistency. Governments at all levels must embrace policy  continuity,  
backed  by  legal frameworks  and  institutional  memory. Long-term plans such as Nigeria’s Vision 
2050  must  be  insulated  from  political interference  and  implemented  with measurable 
benchmarks and accountability mechanisms. 

6.7  Leveraging Technology and Innovation 

Digital transformation offers unprecedented opportunities to leapfrog traditional development  
barriers. Expanding digital infrastructure, promoting tech startups, and integrating ICT in 
governance and service delivery can enhance efficiency, transparency and competitiveness. 

7. Conclusion and Recommendations 

7.1 Conclusion 

Nigeria’s development crisis is a complex and deeply rooted phenomenon, shaped by historical,  
structural,  and  institutional failures. Despite abundant resources and a vibrant population, the 
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country continues to struggle with poverty, inequality, insecurity, corruption, and  underperforming 
infrastructure. The paradoxes of development such as wealth amid poverty and  growth without 
progress reflect the inconsistencies and inefficiencies that define Nigeria’s development experience. 

However,  these  challenges  are  not insurmountable. With purposeful leadership, citizen 
engagement, and strategic investment in human and institutional capacity, Nigeria can chart a path 
towards sustainable and inclusive  progress.  The  prospects  for transformation lie in political will, 
policy consistency, and the collective commitment to reforms that prioritize long-term national 
interest over short-term gains. 

7.2 Recommendations 

The following recommendations are made in the paper: 

 Institutional Reform: Strengthen public institutions  through  legal  and administrative  
reforms to enhance transparency, accountability, and service delivery. 

 Diversified Economic Strategy: Reduce overdependence on oil by promoting sectors like 
agriculture, manufacturing, renewable  energy,  and  digital technology. 

 Human Capital Development: Prioritize education  and  healthcare  funding, emphasizing  
access,  quality,  and alignment with labor market needs. 

 Tackling  Insecurity:  Adopt  a comprehensive national security strategy that  combines  
military  action  with dialogue, social investment, and justice. 

 Youth Inclusion: Engage young people in  governance,  innovation,  and entrepreneurship  
through  inclusive policies  and  targeted  empowerment programs 

 Policy  Continuity:  Institutionalize development  plans  to  ensure  their implementation  
across  successive governments,  with  mechanisms  for monitoring and evaluation. 

 Promote  National  Unity:  Address regional and ethno-religious inequalities through 
inclusive governance, equitable resource  distribution,  and  social cohesion with bold 
reforms and strategic action,  Nigeria  can  overcome  its development  crisis  and  fulfill  its 
potential as  a prosperous  and  stable nation. The time for transformation is now. 
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