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Abstract

This study examines Nigeria’s challenges in implementing sustainable
economic reforms, particularly in addressing poverty, inequality, and
unemployment. Despite efforts in economic restructuring, these challenges
persist and they underscore the need for a comprehensive evaluation of the
role of international aid in influencing domestic policies. Thus, this study
scrutinizes the role of international aid in shaping Nigeria's domestic
economic reforms, with a focus on analyzing Social Investment
Programmes (SIPs) in Nigeria from 2016-2022, and exploring how
international aid has influenced these reforms. This timeframe captures
aid-driven interventions, statistical analysis of poverty reduction,
unemployment trends, and economic resilience amid global crises,
including COVID-19’s impact. Utilizing desk research, the study draws
data from a variety of sources, including books, academic articles,
government reports, and online resources. The study adopted dependency
theory as its analytical framework. The theory justifies the examination of
how Nigeria's reliance on international aid influences its reform agenda,
often leading to policies that are not fully aligned with the country’s
development needs. The study’s findings indicate that international donor
conditions often shape Nigeria’s reform policies, with a focus on short-
term relief measures rather than addressing the root causes of poverty and
inequality. The study concludes that aid-driven economic reforms
perpetuate a cycle of dependency; thereby hindering long-term economic
self-sufficiency in Nigeria. The study recommends that Nigeria should
prioritize the development of homegrown solutions to its economic
challenges and reduce reliance on external aid. It also advocates for more
inclusive and locally-driven reforms that address systemic issues of
poverty and inequality.
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Introduction

The interplay between international aid and domestic economic
reforms has long been a topic of interest in Nigeria, a country whose
economic trajectory has been significantly influenced by external
funding and policy prescriptions. Over the years, Nigeria has emerged
as a major recipient of international aid, particularly from multilateral
organizations such as the World Bank, the International Monetary
Fund (IMF), and bilateral donors like the United States and the United
Kingdom. In 2022 alone, Nigeria received approximately $4.5 billion
in development assistance, ranking among the top aid-receiving
countries in Africa (World Bank, 2023). Despite the considerable
influx of foreign aid, the nation's socioeconomic challenges, including
poverty, unemployment, and inequality persist. These issues have
necessitated targeted economic reforms, often shaped or influenced by
conditions tied to international aid.

Across Africa, economic crises in the 1970s and early 1980s led
many states into severe financial distress, necessitating interventions
from international financial institutions like the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. These institutions
positioned themselves as the saviors of African economies, offering
loans and grants contingent on the adoption of neoliberal economic
policies. The idea was that economic stagnation in Africa stemmed
from excessive state control, corruption, and inefficient bureaucracies,
all of which could be remedied through structural economic reforms.
As a result, African governments were compelled to implement SAPs
that entailed drastic reductions in public spending, privatization of
state enterprises, and market liberalization (Rodrik, 2022). However,
these policies often led to increased economic hardship for citizens, as
they were accompanied by mass layoffs, inflation, and a sharp decline
in government investment in critical sectors such as healthcare and
education (Oyejide, 2022).

International aid has increasingly been linked to SAPs in recent
decades, reinforcing the overarching neoliberal economic philosophy
that minimizes the role of the state in economic activities. This
approach promotes the notion that market forces, rather than
government intervention, should dictate economic outcomes. The
IMF and World Bank insisted that Nigeria and other African states
must embrace neoliberalism to access financial assistance, positioning
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these reforms as the only viable path out of economic distress. SAPs
dictated policies such as currency devaluation, removal of subsidies,
and trade liberalization, all of which significantly altered Nigeria’s
economic landscape (lkpe, 2021). The theoretical underpinning of
these policies was based on the Washington Consensus, which
emphasized fiscal discipline, privatization, and open markets (Stiglitz,
2020). The imposed nature of these reforms was evident in the
resistance they faced from local political and economic actors, many
of whom argued that such drastic neoliberal policies did not align with
Nigeria’s socio-economic realities (Obi, 2023).

The Bretton Woods institutions explicitly told Nigeria that
embracing these neoliberal reforms was the only way out of its
economic woes. The Nigerian government, desperate for external
financing amidst dwindling oil revenues and rising debt, had little
choice but to comply. In 1986, under the military leadership of
General Ibrahim Babangida, Nigeria formally adopted SAPs as a
condition for financial assistance from the IMF and World Bank
(Akinyemi, 2021). The consequences of these reforms were severe,
leading to increasing poverty level, mass unemployment, the collapse
of local industries, and social unrest. For example, between 1986 and
1992, Nigeria's GDP grew by an average of 4.4% annually; however,
poverty rates rose sharply, increasing from 27% in 1980 to 43% in
1992 (World Bank, 2022). Despite the negative outcomes, these
institutions continued to prescribe similar policies throughout the
1990s and early 2000s, arguing that short-term hardships were
necessary for long-term economic stability (Mkandawire, 2022). The
fact that Nigeria and other African nations did not willingly embrace
these reforms but had them imposed as a precondition for aid
highlights the coercive nature of international financial assistance.

However, one key area of focus is Nigeria’s Social Investment
Programmes (SIPs), initiated in 2016 as part of the government’s
broader efforts to tackle poverty and stimulate economic inclusion.
These programmes, which include the N-Power employment
initiative, the Conditional Cash Transfer (CCT) scheme, and the
National Home-Grown School Feeding Programme (NHGSFP), are
heavily supported by international funding. For instance, the World
Bank provided a $500 million loan to support the National Social
Safety Nets Project, which underpins the CCT scheme. Similarly, the
International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) has financed
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interventions aimed at empowering rural farmers and addressing food
insecurity. These initiatives have led to marginal improvements in
poverty alleviation, with the CCT scheme reportedly reaching over
two million households as of 2023 (National Social Safety Nets
Coordinating Office, 2023). However, the sustainability and
effectiveness of these programmes remain debatable, with critics
pointing to structural inefficiencies, mismanagement, and an over-
reliance on external funding.

Given the controversial legacy of these economic reforms, this
paper seeks to evaluate their effectiveness by analyzing the impact of
Nigeria’s Social Investment Programs (SIPs) as a component of
international aid. Specifically, it assesses the extent to which these
programs have contributed to poverty reduction and economic
empowerment in the country. Evaluation of the performance of these
social intervention schemes, aims to determine whether international
aid, when directed toward social investment, has achieved meaningful
economic progress in Nigeria.

International aid and Nigeria's domestic economic reforms,
particularly the Social Investment Program (SIP) introduced in 2016,
have faced significant challenges in effectively alleviating poverty.
Despite substantial investments, a considerable portion of the
Nigerian population continues to experience multidimensional
poverty, raising concerns about the efficacy of these initiatives.

The SIP, encompassing programs like N-Power, Government
Enterprise and Empowerment Programme (GEEP), National Home-
Grown School Feeding Programme (NHGSFP), and Conditional Cash
Transfer (CCT), was designed to address socio-economic imbalances
and stimulate economic growth. Between 2016 and 2022, over NI
trillion was allocated to these initiatives. Specifically, 3:¥890.71 billion
was spent on N-Power, benefiting 992,600 individuals; 3¥17.62 billion
on GEEP, reaching 185,919 beneficiaries; N200.99 billion on
NHGSFP, feeding 9.99 million pupils; and 3¥246.27 billion on CCT,
assisting 2.24 million vulnerable citizens (International Centre for
Investigative Reporting, 2023).

Despite these investments, poverty levels have remained
alarmingly high. In 2018, approximately 87.5 million Nigerians were
living in extreme poverty. By 2022, this figure had risen to 133
million, indicating that 63% of the population was experiencing
multidimensional poverty (National Bureau of Statistics, 2022). This
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increase suggests that the SIP has not effectively addressed the root
causes of poverty.

One critical issue is the misalignment between the programs and
the actual needs of the poor. Reports indicate that some beneficiaries
of the CCT were not among the poorest segments of society, with
selection processes being questionable and sometimes biased.
Additionally, the lack of a reliable social database has led to
inefficiencies and corruption, undermining the program's
effectiveness.

Moreover, the structure of international aid has been criticized for
fostering dependency and benefiting a select elite. Dambisa Moyo
argues that foreign aid can encourage corruption and rent-seeking
behavior, allowing governments to neglect their responsibilities
toward citizens. In Nigeria, the mismanagement of aid and social
investment funds has often led to the enrichment of a few, while the
majority continue to suffer (Moyo, 2009).

The disparity in income distribution further exacerbates the
situation. As of 2010, Nigeria's Gini coefficient was 0.43, indicating
significant income inequality. The oil sector, contributing about 9%
to the GDP, employs only a small fraction of the population, whereas
agriculture accounts for 17% of the GDP and employs 30% of the
populace. However, oil revenues are poorly distributed, with higher
government spending in urban areas, leaving rural communities
underserved (Punch Newspaper, 2023).

International Aid and Economic Reforms in Nigeria

International aid refers to the voluntary transfer of resources,
services, or expertise from one country or organization to another,
typically aimed at promoting development, reducing poverty, and
addressing humanitarian crises. This form of assistance often
encompasses financial grants, technical expertise, loans, or
humanitarian relief provided by governments, international
organizations, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), or private
entities. According to Ali and Jones (2023), international aid functions
as a critical instrument for mitigating disparities between developed
and developing nations, addressing urgent humanitarian needs, and
fostering global cooperation in tackling transnational challenges such
as climate change, health crises, and conflict resolution.
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A fundamental aspect of international aid is its categorization into
development aid and humanitarian aid. Development aid focuses on
long-term socio-economic growth, investing in infrastructure,
education, and health systems, while humanitarian aid addresses
immediate needs arising from disasters, conflicts, or other
emergencies. For example, the World Bank and United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) frequently provide development-
oriented aid, whereas the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) often delivers emergency relief during conflicts or natural
disasters (Brown et al., 2022).

Critics argue that international aid can sometimes perpetuate
dependency, inefficiency, or corruption within recipient countries,
limiting its long-term effectiveness. Conversely, proponents
emphasize its transformative potential when aligned with local
priorities and implemented with transparency and accountability. In
recent years, there has been a shift towards conditional aid, where
donors tie aid to specific policy reforms, and a rise in South-South
cooperation, where developing nations exchange resources and
expertise (Nguyen, 2022). International aid has also evolved in its
approach, increasingly integrating innovative financing mechanisms
such as blended finance and public-private partnerships to enhance
impact. This reflects an ongoing effort to adapt to the complex needs
of a globalized world, ensuring aid remains a vital tool for addressing
inequality, fostering sustainable development, and advancing shared
global goals.

Economic reforms refer to deliberate policy changes implemented
by governments or international institutions to alter the economic
structures, policies, and regulations of a country to achieve specific
developmental objectives. These reforms often target macroeconomic
stability, improved efficiency, increased productivity, and enhanced
integration into the global economy. According to Udosen and
Asuquo (2023), economic reforms typically address issues such as
trade liberalization, privatization, public sector restructuring, tax
system adjustments, and financial sector deregulation. These changes
aim to create an enabling environment for private sector growth,
reduce governmental inefficiencies, and attract foreign investments.

The nature and focus of economic reforms vary across countries,
depending on the prevailing economic challenges. For instance, in
developing economies, reforms may concentrate on improving fiscal
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discipline and diversifying economic bases to reduce dependence on
single commodities. In contrast, developed nations may focus on
enhancing competitiveness through technology-driven policies.
Economic reforms are often driven by the need to overcome crises,
such as high inflation, unemployment, or mounting debt, and they are
frequently supported Dby international organizations like the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) or the World Bank, which provide
financial aid and technical assistance in exchange for policy
adjustments (Ibrahim & Olatunji, 2022).

While economic reforms have been credited with fostering growth
in some regions, their outcomes are not universally positive. Scholars
argue that reforms must account for local contexts to avoid
exacerbating inequality or undermining social welfare systems
(Nguyen, 2023). Consequently, policymakers must strike a balance
between achieving economic efficiency and addressing socio-
economic disparities for sustainable development.

Social Investment Programme (SIPs)

Social Investment Programmes (SIPs) are strategic initiatives
designed to address social and economic inequalities by investing in
human capital and fostering inclusion through targeted policies. These
programs focus on enhancing the quality of life for vulnerable
populations by providing access to education, healthcare, employment
opportunities, and social security. SIPs aim to create a balance
between economic growth and social welfare, often emphasizing
activation measures such as skills development, job creation, and
community empowerment (Bonoli & Natali, 2012).

In Nigeria, SIPs like the National Social Investment Programme
(NSIP) encompass interventions such as conditional cash transfers,
school feeding programs, and job creation initiatives like N-Power.
These programs are intended to reduce poverty, improve literacy rates,
and support underprivileged communities. By fostering human capital
development, SIPs contribute to long-term economic stability and
social cohesion. Globally, they are also associated with policies like
Active Labour Market Programs (ALMPs), which enhance
employability and ensure that individuals are equipped for
participation in the knowledge economy (Card, Kluve & Weber,
2017).
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Theoritical Framework

This paper is anchored on Dependency Theory as its framework
of analysis. The theory emerged in the late 1960s and early 1970s,
primarily advanced by scholars such as Raul Prebisch, Andre Gunder
Frank, and Fernando Henrique Cardoso. It critiques the global
economic system, arguing that underdevelopment in peripheral
(developing) countries is structurally linked to the economic
dominance of core (developed) nations. The theory was influenced by
Marxist principles and shaped by Prebisch's analysis of unequal trade
terms, which he observed during his tenure at the United Nations
Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(ECLAC).

The central assumption of Dependency Theory is that the world
economy is divided into a core-periphery structure. Core countries
exploit peripheral nations through trade, investment, and resource
extraction, creating dependency that hinders the latter's development.
According to Frank (1969), underdevelopment is not a natural state
but a consequence of historical processes like colonialism and
imperialism, which integrated peripheral nations into the global
economy as suppliers of raw materials and cheap labor. This
relationship ensures that wealth flows from the periphery to the core,
reinforcing inequality.

Dependency theorists emphasize the need for structural reforms,
such as reducing reliance on export commodities and fostering
domestic industrialization. However, critics argue that the theory
underestimates the agency of peripheral countries and overgeneralizes
diverse economic contexts (Kay, 1989). Despite its limitations,
Dependency Theory remains influential in debates on global
inequality and development strategies.

Dependency theory is a useful tool for examining international aid
and Nigeria’s domestic economic reforms because it explains how
developing countries remain economically dependent on wealthier
nations. Donor agencies provide financial assistance to Nigeria, but
the aid is often insufficient to achieve meaningful poverty alleviation.
For example, under the Social Investment Programmes (SIPs), the
federal government allocated ¥500 billion annually, yet poverty
levels remained high, with over 133 million Nigerians classified as
multidimensionally poor in 2022. This suggests that aid does not
significantly impact long-term economic improvement. Instead, the
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conditions attached to these financial inflows often lead to economic
policies that worsen poverty. Structural adjustment programs and
neoliberal reforms imposed by donors require subsidy removals,
privatization, and austerity measures that increase hardship for the
population. When Nigeria removed fuel subsidies in 2023, inflation
surged above 27%, leading to higher food and transport costs, making
life more difficult for low-income earners. The reliance on foreign
loans also exacerbates debt burdens, with Nigeria’s external debt
reaching $41.6 billion in 2022, consuming revenue that could have
been used for social development. These factors reinforce dependency
by ensuring that Nigeria remains vulnerable to external economic
influences. Rather than fostering self-sufficiency, aid and its
associated economic reforms often deepen economic instability.
Dependency theory effectively captures this reality by highlighting
how foreign assistance creates a cycle of reliance without addressing
the root causes of underdevelopment. This framework helps explain
why Nigeria continues to struggle with poverty and economic
stagnation despite receiving significant donor funds.

Research Methodology

This paper utilized desk research, gathering data from a variety of
existing sources, including books, academic articles, government
reports, and online resources, to examine international aid and
Nigeria’s domestic economic reforms, with a particular focus on
social investment schemes. Key sources included World Bank and
IMF reports on Nigeria’s economic development, scholarly articles on
international aid effectiveness, and Nigerian government publications
on social programs such as the National Social Investment
Programmes (NSIP). Reports from organizations like the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the African
Development Bank (AfDB) provided insights into how aid influences
economic policies and poverty reduction efforts in Nigeria. Data were
analyzed through qualitative content analysis, synthesizing
information from various perspectives to identify patterns in aid
disbursement, policy implementation, and socio-economic outcomes.
The study examined how programs like the N-Power initiative,
Conditional Cash Transfers, and the Government Enterprise and
Empowerment Programme (GEEP) have been shaped by international
aid dynamics. Furthermore, the research assessed the extent to which
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aid-supported reforms have addressed economic challenges such as
unemployment and poverty. By comparing findings across sources,
the study highlighted inconsistencies and gaps in aid effectiveness,
revealing the complexities of aid dependency and policy
implementation. This approach allowed for in-depth understanding of
the relationship between international assistance and Nigeria’s
domestic economic strategies.

International Aid and Domestic Economic Reforms in Nigeria

International aid and domestic economic reforms in Nigeria have
been deeply intertwined, shaping the nation's development trajectory
since independence in 1960. Historically, Nigeria's reliance on aid
dates back to the early post-independence era when foreign assistance
was sought to support development plans and infrastructure projects.
Scholars such as Akinola and Akintoye (2022) argue that the
relationship between international aid and reforms has oscillated
between genuine developmental support and mechanisms to entrench
donor priorities, often creating tension with domestic policy
objectives. The country's experiences with international aid
demonstrate both its potential and limitations in fostering sustainable
growth and reform.

The oil boom of the 1970s briefly reduced Nigeria's dependence
on aid, as revenues from crude oil exports allowed the country to
finance ambitious infrastructure and industrial projects. However, the
global oil price collapse in the early 1980s plunged Nigeria into an
economic crisis, marked by mounting external debts and fiscal
imbalances. By 1986, Nigeria adopted the Structural Adjustment
Program (SAP) under the aegis of the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and the World Bank. These reforms, which included currency
devaluation, trade liberalization, and privatization of state-owned
enterprises, were implemented as conditions for accessing financial
assistance. Oladele (2023) notes that while SAP introduced market-
oriented policies, it also exacerbated socio-economic disparities, with
inflation surging from 5.4% in 1985 to 40.9% by 1989.

The role of donors like the World Bank, IMF, United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP), Department for International
Development (DFID, now FCDO), and the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID) has been significant in Nigeria's
reform efforts. The World Bank and IMF, for instance, have
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consistently advocated fiscal discipline, monetary reforms, and public
sector efficiency. Between 2005 and 2006, Nigeria negotiated a
historic debt relief deal with the Paris Club, resulting in a $18 billion
write-off of its $30 billion debt. According to Udoh and Adeola
(2021), this achievement was partly due to reforms initiated under the
National Economic Empowerment and Development Strategy
(NEEDS), which emphasized transparency, accountability, and
economic diversification.

While aid conditionalities have often aligned with Nigeria's
reform agendas, they have also sparked debates over sovereignty and
policy ownership. Donor-imposed conditions sometimes clash with
domestic realities, leading to uneven implementation and public
resistance. For example, the removal of fuel subsidies—a recurrent
recommendation from donors—has faced significant backlash due to
its immediate impact on household incomes. In 2012, the attempted
subsidy removal under President Goodluck Jonathan led to
nationwide protests, despite promises of reinvesting savings into
social programs. Adebayo (2022) highlights that such instances
underline the delicate balance between donor prescriptions and public
acceptability.

Statistics reflect the magnitude of aid flows and their impacts.
According to World Bank data, Nigeria received over $2.1 billion in
official development assistance (ODA) in 2020, with the health sector
accounting for the largest share, largely driven by global health
initiatives like the Global Fund and GAVI. Additionally, between
2017 and 2021, USAID disbursed $1.45 billion to Nigeria, targeting
areas such as education, health, and governance (USAID, 2022).
These figures underscore the continued importance of aid in
addressing critical developmental challenges, including poverty
reduction and capacity building.

However, critics argue that international aid often perpetuates
dependency rather than fostering self-reliance. Akinyemi and
Fagbemi (2023) assert that some aid programs prioritize donor
interests, such as securing markets for donor countries' exports, over
addressing root causes of underdevelopment.  Similarly,
conditionalities attached to aid, such as liberalization policies, can
undermine local industries and exacerbate unemployment. For
instance, Nigeria's trade liberalization efforts in the 1990s led to the
collapse of many local manufacturing firms due to competition from
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cheaper imported goods. Despite these criticisms, international aid has
supported significant reforms in specific sectors. For example, the
Partnership for Transforming Health Systems (PATHS), funded by
DFID, strengthened primary healthcare delivery in states like Enugu
and Jigawa. Similarly, the UNDP has played a pivotal role in
promoting governance reforms through capacity-building initiatives
for public institutions. These programs demonstrate how targeted aid,
when aligned with national priorities, can yield tangible results.

The intersection of aid conditionalities and domestic policies
remains a critical issue. Nigeria’s experience highlights the need for
greater alignment between donor objectives and domestic aspirations.
For instance, the implementation of the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) has fostered collaboration between Nigeria and
international agencies, leading to programs that address poverty,
education, and climate change. However, achieving these goals
requires long-term commitment and a shift from donor-driven to
locally owned development strategies.

Internatioal Aid and Social Investment Programmes

International aid has significantly influenced Nigeria's social
investment programs, particularly through partnerships with
multilateral institutions, development agencies, and donor countries.
These collaborations aim to address poverty and inequality, but their
effectiveness has been a subject of debate. Over the years, aid has
played a dual role: providing resources for socioeconomic
development and shaping policy directions. In Nigeria, social
investment programs like the National Social Investment Programme
(NSIP) reflect this external influence. However, donor conditions
often shape the design and implementation of such reforms, raising
concerns about their alignment with Nigeria's long-term
developmental needs.

Since the return to democratic rule in 1999, Nigeria has received
substantial international aid targeting poverty alleviation, education,
health, and infrastructure. For example, the World Bank supported the
Community and Social Development Project (CSDP), designed to
empower communities through grants to execute small-scale projects
(World Bank, 2023). The CSDP emphasized transparency and
community ownership, aligning with donor priorities for governance
reforms. Similarly, the UK's Department for International
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Development (DFID) supported the Child Development Grant
Programme (2013-2021), providing cash transfers to vulnerable
households to improve nutrition and education outcomes (Smith,
Adewole & Zubairu, 2022).

One of the major areas where international aid has influenced
Nigeria is through the promotion of social safety nets and poverty
reduction programs. The introduction of the National Social
Investment Program (NSIP) in 2016, with support from international
donors, aimed to provide direct support to vulnerable populations.
Programs like the Conditional Cash Transfer (CCT), Government
Enterprise and Empowerment Program (GEEP), and the N-Power
initiative were partly funded and designed with guidance from
international organizations (Adamu & Usman, 2023). These
initiatives were meant to directly tackle poverty and unemployment,
offering social safety nets to cushion the effects of economic
instability and inequality.

However, these interventions have been influenced by donor
conditions that often reflect the priorities of the funding institutions
rather than the specific needs of Nigeria. Donors typically impose
requirements on economic policy reforms, governance, transparency,
and accountability. For instance, the World Bank’s support for
Nigeria’s economic diversification involved conditions related to
privatization, reduction of fuel subsidies, and strengthening fiscal
policies (Okoye, 2023). These conditions have been intended to foster
economic stability and make Nigeria’s economic environment more
conducive to growth. Despite the Nigerian government's
implementation of the National Social Investment Programme (NSIP)
in 2016, aimed at alleviating poverty through initiatives like N-Power,
Conditional Cash Transfers (CCT), Government Enterprise and
Empowerment Programme (GEEP), and the Home-Grown School
Feeding Programme (HGSF), poverty levels have remained
alarmingly high. As of 2022, over 133 million Nigerians were living
in multidimensional poverty, representing approximately 63% of the
population (International Centre for Investigative Reporting, 2023).
This stark statistic underscores the limited effectiveness of these social
investment efforts in substantially reducing poverty.

Poverty statistics in Nigeria indicate that international aid, while
helpful, has not substantially reduced poverty rates over time. As of
2024, Nigeria's poverty rate stands at 40.1%, with over 80 million
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Nigerians living below the poverty line (National Bureau of Statistics,
2024). Despite donor-backed programs aimed at improving living
standards, the gap between the rich and poor has widened, with wealth
concentrated among a small elite. In rural areas, where most
international aid projects are targeted, poverty persists due to
inadequate infrastructure, low agricultural productivity, and limited
access to quality education and healthcare (Ibrahim, 2022).
Similarly, unemployment remains a significant challenge. In
2023, Nigeria's unemployment rate reached 33.3%, reflecting a steady
rise over the past decade (World Bank, 2023). This trend raises
questions about the efficacy of international aid in fostering
sustainable economic development and job creation. While the CCT
and N-Power programs have provided temporary relief for some
households, their long-term impact on reducing unemployment and
poverty is limited. Critics argue that these programs do not address
structural issues such as the lack of industrialization, weak educational
systems, and inadequate vocational training, which are necessary for
substantial job creation and economic growth (Musa & Ahmed, 2023).

The conditionalities attached to international aid have had mixed
effects on Nigeria’s reform agenda. On the one hand, these conditions
have pushed the Nigerian government towards adopting policies that
emphasize fiscal responsibility, anti-corruption measures, and
economic liberalization. For instance, the Structural Adjustment
Program (SAP) in the 1980s and 1990s, backed by the IMF and World
Bank, led to policy shifts that included trade liberalization,
deregulation, and currency devaluation (Bello, 2022). While these
reforms were meant to stabilize the economy, they resulted in
increased inflation, reduced real wages, and rising poverty levels.
Critics argue that such reforms did not adequately consider Nigeria’s
socio-economic context and were more aligned with donor priorities
than domestic needs.

On the other hand, international aid has also played a role in the
establishment of social welfare programs, which, despite their
limitations, have provided crucial assistance to marginalized groups.
These programs have contributed to temporary poverty alleviation,
food security, and access to basic education. However, the question
remains whether they have addressed the fundamental drivers of
poverty and inequality. Evidence suggests that while these programs
mitigate immediate economic hardships, they have not led to
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structural changes necessary for sustainable development (Olawale &
Adekunle, 2024).

A critical aspect of the international aid narrative in Nigeria is the
issue of dependency. Many scholars argue that international aid has
perpetuated a cycle of dependency, where Nigeria relies heavily on
foreign assistance for budgetary support, healthcare, education, and
infrastructure development. For instance, Nigeria received an
estimated $500 billion in aid since independence in 1960, with no
corresponding impact (OECD, 2022). Between 2000 and 2020,
Nigeria received over $40 billion in foreign aid, with a significant
portion allocated to social investment and poverty reduction
(Development Assistance Committee, 2023). Despite these
investments, Nigeria’s economic resilience remains fragile, with
limited diversification and an over-reliance on oil exports. This
dependency raises concerns about the sustainability of social
investment programs once foreign aid is withdrawn or reduced.

The data reveals that while foreign aid has funded significant
social projects, it has not consistently led to self-sufficiency. For
example, the withdrawal of donor support for healthcare programs in
2019 led to a funding gap that the Nigerian government struggled to
fill, resulting in a decline in healthcare services in rural areas (Eze,
2022). Such instances highlight the risks associated with dependency
on aid, as foreign donors can shift priorities or reduce funding,
impacting the continuity of essential programs.

Moreover, donor-driven reforms often face challenges in local
adaptation and implementation, leading to a mismatch between policy
goals and outcomes. Donor conditions, such as privatization, fiscal
austerity, and governance reforms, have sometimes clashed with local
realities and capacities, limiting the effectiveness of aid. These
discrepancies underscore the need for a more localized approach to
development, where Nigerian stakeholders have a greater say in
designing and implementing social investment programs (Yakubu,
2024).

International Aid and the Implementation of Social Investment
Programmes in Nigeria

International aid has long been a key component of
development strategies in Nigeria, particularly for financing social
investment programmes aimed at poverty reduction, education,
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healthcare, and infrastructure development. However, several
inherent challenges undermine the effectiveness and sustainability of
international aid, making it difficult to implement Social Investment
Programmes (SIPs) in Nigeria. These challenges include
misalignment with local priorities, the over-dependence on external
funding, and bureaucratic and logistical barriers, all of which hamper
the success of aid-driven initiatives.

One of the primary challenges of international aid in Nigeria is the
misalignment between donor-driven priorities and the actual needs of
local communities. Donor agencies often fund projects based on their
own development agendas or strategic interests, which may not be
reflective of the specific socio-economic challenges facing Nigeria.
For instance, many international aid programmes prioritize issues
such as climate change or governance reforms, while grassroots
concerns like unemployment, inadequate healthcare, or lack of access
to clean water may not receive the same attention. In the case of the
Nigerian government’s SIPs, such as the National Social Investment
Programme (NSIP), aid donors often focus on sectors that align with
their policy frameworks, neglecting more pressing local concerns. For
example, aid from international organizations often emphasizes
education reforms or gender equality, yet in areas like Benue or
Kaduna, basic infrastructure such as roads or electricity remains a
greater priority for local communities. This misalignment of priorities
can result in inefficiencies and a mismatch between what is funded
and what is truly needed, undermining the long-term impact of these
initiatives (Olayide, 2021).

The over-dependence on external funding is another significant
challenge in the Nigerian context. Social Investment Programmes in
Nigeria often rely heavily on foreign aid, which creates vulnerabilities
in the implementation of projects. While aid is an essential resource,
Nigeria’s reliance on external funding has created a dependency that
undermines local capacity to address its own developmental
challenges. A 2020 report from the World Bank revealed that Nigeria
received over $2 billion in aid for development projects between 2015
and 2019 (World Bank, 2020), which highlights the extent to which
the country depends on international aid to finance its social
investment initiatives. However, external funding is often
unpredictable, subject to political and economic shifts in donor
countries, and may be discontinued if donor priorities change. For
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instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, many aid programmes in
Nigeria were disrupted as donor countries diverted resources to
address domestic crises. This volatility lead to incomplete or stalled
projects, as seen in the case of some health and education interventions
under Nigeria's NSIP, which were delayed due to funding cuts and
reallocation of aid (Oluwaseun, 2022).

One critical issue hindering the success of these programs is the
phenomenon of elite capture, where public resources intended for the
broader population are appropriated by a privileged few. In the
Nigerian context, this has manifested in various ways. For instance,
despite the government's claim that over 12 million households
benefited from the NSIP between 2016 and 2021 (ICIR, 2023).
Reports indicate that the poorest Nigerians were often deprived of the
Conditional Cash Transfer benefits. The selection process for
beneficiaries was marred by irregularities, with enumerators allegedly
including relatives and friends, thereby sidelining the most vulnerable
populations. International aid, while intended to support development
and poverty reduction, has also been susceptible to elite capture. A
study by Andersen, Johannesen and Rijkers, (2022) found that about
7.5% of foreign aid is diverted by elites, undermining the intended
benefits for the broader population. In Nigeria, this diversion has
meant that substantial funds from international donors and lenders,
such as the World Bank's recent approval of a $1.57 billion loan to
support health and education sectors may not fully reach the targeted
beneficiaries. Instead, these funds risk being misappropriated by a few
individuals of superior social status, thereby enriching the elite at the
expense of the majority.

Another consequence of this over-reliance on external aid is that
it discourages long-term investment in local capacity building. Instead
of investing in domestic structures that could ensure the sustainability
of these projects, the government and implementing agencies often
focus on securing external aid for short-term relief. This creates a
cycle of dependency, where Nigeria is unable to independently fund
and sustain its own developmental goals. For instance, while Nigeria
has made strides in improving its social safety nets, these programmes
are often dependent on international donors for continued support,
such as the World Bank’s involvement in Nigeria’s Conditional Cash
Transfer programme (CCT). This reliance on foreign funding for basic
services also creates a gap in the development of Nigeria’s domestic
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financial systems and human resource capacity, making it difficult to
achieve long-term self-sufficiency (Musa & Ahmed, 2023).

Furthermore, the presence of international aid in Nigeria can also
exacerbate corruption and inefficiency within government
institutions. The influx of foreign funds often leads to bureaucratic
inefficiencies, mismanagement, and a lack of accountability in the
disbursement of aid. A 2021 report by the Nigerian National Bureau
of Statistics (NBS) revealed that corruption continues to be a
significant challenge in the management of public funds, with a large
portion of foreign aid failing to reach its intended beneficiaries due to
mismanagement by both Nigerian officials and intermediary
organizations. Such practices not only divert resources away from
their intended purposes but also undermine public trust in the
effectiveness of SIPs.

Moreover, international aid often overlooks the importance of
local ownership in development initiatives. For aid programmes to be
successful in the Nigerian context, there must be an active
involvement of local communities in both the design and
implementation of social investment projects (Bello, 2022). Without
local ownership, aid can be seen as imposed and foreign, leading to
resistance and failure to meet the needs of the population. The lack of
stakeholder engagement is particularly evident in sectors like
healthcare and education, where many projects initiated by
international donors are often top-down, ignoring community input
and existing knowledge systems.

Conclusion and Recommendations

This paper highlighted the significant role that international aid
played in the Nigeria’s domestic economic reforms, particularly
through Social Investment Programs (SIPs). These programs, which
have been critical in addressing poverty, unemployment, and
inequality, demonstrate how international support can complement
national efforts to improve social welfare. While SIPs such as the
National Social Safety Net Program, Conditional Cash Transfers, and
the N-Power initiative have made notable strides in alleviating
poverty, the impact of international aid remains complex and
multifaceted. On one hand, external funding has provided necessary
resources for the expansion of these programs, enabling them to reach
vulnerable populations. On the other hand, challenges such as
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dependency on aid, poor implementation, and the lack of long-term
sustainability have emerged as persistent barriers to achieving lasting
economic transformation.

The study highlights that, despite the positive impact of aid-
funded programs, there is a growing concern about the perpetuation
of dependency on foreign assistance. Rather than encouraging self-
reliance, the continuous influx of aid inadvertently hinders the
development of indigenous mechanisms for addressing poverty and
inequality. Over time, this dependency limit Nigeria's ability to
effectively design and execute domestic reforms without relying on
external resources.

Furthermore, the dependency on international aid affect the
political economy of Nigeria, as foreign donors often influence policy
decisions and priorities. This lead to a situation where domestic
reforms are tailored to the preferences of aid donors rather than the
true needs of the Nigerian populace. Thus, while international aid
plays a crucial role in addressing immediate socio-economic
challenges, it is essential for Nigeria to develop strategies to reduce its
reliance on aid and promote sustainable, homegrown solutions that
can foster long-term economic growth and development.

Based on the findings above, the following recommendations are
germane for optimizing the role of foreign aid while ensuring
sustainable domestic reforms.

Firstly, Nigeria should align its SIPs with clear, measurable goals
aimed at tackling the root causes of poverty and inequality. While
international aid has supported poverty alleviation programs, these
efforts must be designed to empower local communities and enhance
the self-sufficiency of Nigerians. Aid should be channeled into
initiatives that foster economic diversification, skills development,
and employment opportunities, especially for vulnerable groups, to
prevent dependency on external resources.

Secondly, international donors should consider shifting their focus
from short-term assistance to long-term, sustainable support that
strengthens local institutions. This will involve working with the
Nigerian government to ensure that reforms are homegrown and
tailored to the unique needs of the country. Donor conditions can be
instrumental in encouraging good governance, accountability, and
transparency in the management of aid. For instance, conditioning aid
on the implementation of anti-corruption measures and improving
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policy frameworks will ensure that reforms are effective and aligned
with national development goals.

Finally, it is crucial that Nigeria takes ownership of its reform
agenda and gradually reduces reliance on international aid. By
developing robust economic structures and creating an environment
conducive to private sector growth, Nigeria can address structural
challenges such as unemployment, inadequate healthcare, and poor
education systems. International aid should support these processes,
but the ultimate goal must be to build a self-reliant economy capable
of sustaining development independently.
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