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Introduction
Nigeria's unemployed can be divided into two categories:
(i) The older unemployed who lost their jobs through
retrenchment, redundancy or bankruptcy, and
(ii) The younger unemployed, most of who have never tasted
what is to be employed. (Newswatch July 21, 1986).
The International Labour Organization (ILO, 1981) defined
unemployment within the following categories: 1.
Workers available for employment but whose contract of
employment have been terminated or temporarily suspended, and
who are without jobs and seeking work for pay or for profit.
2.
Persons who are available for work (except for minor illness)
during the specific period and were previously employed or
whose most recent status was other than that of employee or
those who had been in retirement.
3.
Persons without a job and currently available for work and who
have arrangements to start a new job at a date subsequent to the
specified period.
4.
Persons on temporary or indefinite lay-off without pay. On the
other hand, persons not considered to be unemployed are:
(i) Persons intending to establish their own business or firm, but
who have not arranged to do so, and are not seeking work for
pay or for profit,
(ii) Former unpaid family workers who are not at work and who
are not seeking work for pay or for profit.
According to the Federal Office of Statistics, FOS (1987),
unemployment rate is the number of persons among the labour force,
who are available for work but did not do any work in the week
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proceeding the survey period. This is the number being expressed as
percentage of the total labour force.
The Unemployment Situation and Major Causes
One of the paradoxes of our time is that although the Nigerian economy
is potentially rich, the unemployment situation is still very critical.
Records of available data on the unemployment situation reveal that
unemployment (particularly urban) is growing in seriousness (ILO,
1981). Also, there is evidence of the incidences of unemployment in
abundance. There is a rising wave of crime particularly fraud and armed
robbery. Migration to the urban centers tends to be on the increase and
angry/hungry applicants soliciting for jobs often besiege employers of
labour. Hence, evidence of open unemployment is an urban phenomenon
heavily concentrated among teens and early twenties.
The problem of mass unemployment is not new any longer as it
has been with us in varying degrees for some decades. In fact, increasing
population explosion in formal education and economic recession of the
last few years have raised the situation to a critical level, which can no
longer be ignored without disastrous consequences.
The Commission on the Review of Higher Education popularly
called "Longe Commission" (1992) reported that by 1984, the
phenomenon of graduate unemployment had begun to emerge and was
generally believed to be due to the lopsided production of high level
manpower from the universities, when there was an acute shortage of
high level manpower in a number of areas of the Chemical Engineering,
Mathematics, and Physics. At the same time, graduates in some of these
disciplines were known to be teaching. For example, graduates in
Agriculture were teaching Botany and Engineers were teaching Physics
in secondary schools.
In a Newswatch (1986) interview, Koshoni, a one-time Labour
Minister heaped the problem on bad economic planning on the part of
the nation's leaders. He submitted that Nigeria had the opportunity of
building labour-intensive industries in the early and mid -1970s, when
petroleum commanded a handsome price, but the money was frittered on
elephant projects (like FESTAC 77 and World Scouts Jamboree). This
situation became worsened by the global economic recession of the
1980s when far more than 80% of the nation's total revenue witnessed a
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corresponding shrink. By 1985, the labour force sample survey
conducted revealed an estimated labour force of about 36 million and an
overall unemployment rate of eight per cent. The total unemployment
figure was therefore put at about 3 million (between ages 15 and 59 who
must depend on others to live).
The unemployment situation has also received a major thrust
from the explosion informal education. The number of graduates turned
out yearly by the nation's secondary and post-secondary schools has
been on the steady increase in the last three decades. The Longe Report
(1992) quoting from NISER data noted, for example, that the actual high
level manpower supply was 5,516 in 1975; it declined to 5, 033 in 1980
while the actual supply of middle level manpower was 25,156 in 1975; it
rose to 32,028 in 1980.
In 1981, the actual high level manpower supply was 9,746 and
rose to 43,518 in 1985, while the actual supply of middle level
manpower of 35,000 increased to 61,723 in 1985. Between 1986 and
1990, manpower supply had been increasing consistently. There was a
drop in manpower supply between 1985 and 1986 far above 43,415
probably because of the rationalization of some courses and departments
in tertiary institutions. The high level manpower increased from 44,280
in 1987 to 55,164 in 1990, with a. difference of 21,931. Generally,
between 1975 and 1990, that total actual high/middle level manpower
increased from 30,672 to 161,096 with a difference of 130, 424.
A critical point made by experts was that the real problem was
not so much the over production of school leavers as it was the
production of persons with little or no relevant skills. Experts said that
the problem resulted from the disproportionate emphasis on the arts and
social sciences by our Universities. They contended that so long as the
Universities favour these two areas in their admission policy, so long
should the problem of graduate unemployment persist. This is a fact and
one of the direct sources of unskilled graduate production.
Another factor that promoted the problem in the previous years
was that of government economic policy.
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National Manpower Board Report (Manpower Studies No.25 of 1989),
Longe Report asserted that the Nigerian economy was in short supply in
all categories and most of these were not due to lack of qualified
personnel. Relevant reasons however, were inadequacy of funds, lack of
appropriate inputs, poor conditions of service, and others engineered by
harsh economic climate. Of a fact is NISER's report in 1991 on capacity
utilization during the introduction of SAP and its effects in the short term
on the economic environment. This had affected the level of production
in most establishments, where the capacity utilization is on the average
less than it should be and resulted in retrenchments.
Apart from the above factors, there has also been a historical
dimension to the issue of education leading or resulting to
unemployment. Before both "Eastern" and "Western" Systems of
education were introduced, Nigeria had its own form of education,
though non-formal in nature. There was emphasis on functionalism
(Fafunwa, 1974) whereby individuals trained for specific jobs for
survival and to participate in socio-economic, spiritual and political
activities of their communities. Then, there were very few (if any) cases
of unemployment. However, the advent of western education in 1842
conceived education as a weapon to propagate the Christian faith and to
teach basic reading and counting rather than acquiring skills for practical
functionality. Thus, elitist curriculum has led to the situation in which
Nigeria finds itself today.
When eventually independence came in 1960, Nigeria
experienced a very long period of instability in socio-economic and
political dimensions through the problems imposed on the economy, the
nation and the workers. Factors which readily come to mind are the
hosting of FESTAC 77, the looting of the treasury 1979-1983 during the
Shagari era, the harsh realities of Structural Adjustment Programme
(SAP) of 1987, the diversion of foreign loans taken to private accounts,
the ECOMOG war project in Liberia and Sierra Leone, (N800 billion
was spent in 8 years), and series of phony transition programmes. All
these grandiose programmes sapped the economy, and killed its ability to
support concrete growth and development.
There was also over - politicization of education (1979-83),
which resulted into a situation of growth without development. This
marked the era of "free this, free that" which resulted into "over
production" of labour without a corresponding increase in job
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opportunities through the establishment of industries. Politicisation made
education a vote-catching promise to Nigerians instead of being treated
as an emergency, a compulsory programme to be enjoyed by all and
sundry. Eventually, the faulty system (just basic education) renders the
products unemployable since the education received was not very suited
to the survival needs of both the individual and the society.
Furthermore, Nigeria's geo-political set-up encourages neocolonialism, quota system, federal character, and so on. In most northern
states of Nigeria to be specific, it is a fact that southerners more
especially are discriminated against. They are only given contract
appointments, which can be terminated as soon as "an indigene" has
been groomed to take it up. In fact, many states in the north prefer to hire
foreigners to giving full-time appointments to their compatriots from the
lower Niger.
Way back in 1973, government launched the National Youth
Service Corps Scheme with the historic objective of providing a passage
for fresh graduates from the institutions to the labour market, among
others. Decree 24 of 22nd May, 1973 itemised these relevant objectives:
to develop common ties among our youths and promote National
Unity by ensuring that:
(1) as far as possible, youths are assigned to jobs in states other than
their states of origin and away from their geographical, ethnic and
cultural background;
- to encourage members of the corps to seek, at the end of their
service, career employment all over the country, thus
promoting free movement of labour;
to induce employers, partly through their experience with corps
members, to employ more readily qualified Nigerians
irrespective of their states of origin...
This programme suffered a lot of problems, which indirectly have
adversely affected the unemployment situation in Nigeria.
These include
reluctance of members to take up jobs in their states of
service and/or the reluctance of authorities providing the
opportunity;
over population due to annual production of large number of
graduates;
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inflation and mismanagement (FGN, 1993).
Agheda (1993) reported the sad development in the management
of this organization even by the entire cohort of uniformed and civilian
managers. Several billions of naira were mismanaged, a sum that would
have been better used to fulfill the organization's objectives to create job
opportunities for the youths!
All the misrule and mismanagement of the past have culminated
in the contemporary problem we now face. Both military and civilian
regimes have
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establishment and one by the Military. These colleges are spread across
the entire length and breadth of the country and located in both urban
and rural settlements. By 2000/2001, the colleges of education in
Nigeria enrolled a total of 151,578 students with 53% female
participation
Table 1: Statistics of student enrolment by institutions and academic
year 199 0-1997
Educational
level

1990/91

1991/92

1992/93

1993/94

1994/95

1995/96

1996/97

Universities
Enrolments

32
195759

35
222974

37
237467

37
246265

37
256780

40
276440

40
291563

Polytechnics
Enrolment

31
106926

32
111806

34
121529

37
187738

46
204954

46
204954

46
207198

Colleges
of
education
Enrolments

54
85571

56
92393

57
97836

61
103706

63
108375

63
114412

65
120874

Post-Primary
Schools
Enrolments

8560
3123277

6008
3600620

5959
4032083

6074
4451329

6429
4448991

6429
4680339

6429
4923117

Primary
Schools
Enrolment

35443
13776854

366601
14805937

38254
5013220

38649
15193378

39047
15360503

40204
15114110

40204
15535878

Source: National Manpower Board, Lagos.

Table 1 above pictures the situation vividly of the phenomenal increase
in the number of educational institutions and enrolments into them. But
the creation of job opportunities has not kept pace with the development.
For example, the following table explains the supply-graduate out-turns
and manpower supply-demand and excesses from 1985-1989, especially
for the high-level manpower category in an economy that is service
rather than production-oriented.
Table 2: Students Enrolment in ]Nigerian Universities (1990 - 2001)
Enrolments
Year
1990-91
20, 774
1991/92
232482
1992/93
264,684
1993/94
292,097
1994/95
292,092
1995/96
353,790
1996/97
345,699
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1997/98
1998/99
1999/2000
2000/2001
Source: NUC, 2002

376,492
399,812
448,230
492,202

Note: The total number of students enrolled in all Nigerian Universities by
March, 2002 was in excess of 526,780 (Education Sector Analysis ESA by
G.A.E. Makoju and R.E. Nwangwu (Eds). 2003, Abuja. p. 63.
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sector and this will later on result in the availability of
increased manpower in the economy. This is illustrated in
figure 1 below:
Table 4: Percentage Distribution of Unemploye d Persons by
Education and by Sector 91987-92; 1997). Education evel
Year

Sector

Dec. 1987

Urban
Rural

Number
Schooling

of

Primary

17.0
9.5
17.7
22.5
9.5
16.5
June 1989
23.0
28.0
March
11.1
26.3
1990
23.0
28.6
14.8
June 1990
11.9
24.3
21.6
22.9
Dec. 1990
12.2
27.6
24.6
25.4
16.7
June 1991
22.3
21.5
14.4
Sept. 1991
16.3
18.0
13.6
12.1
20.7
Dec. 1991
12.8
21.6
12.8
March
17.4
19.1
1992
31.2
19.1
10.4
Dec. 1992
19.9
19.0
Dec. 1994
17.2
16.3
12.3
14.8
Dec. 1997
21.0
12.0
Source: FOS, Lagos: Annual Abstract of Statistics.

Secondary

Post secondary

66.5
59.0
60.1
46.0
57.2
41.3
72.6
48.6
60.9
47.8
52.4
54.5
60.1
66.4
67.0
48.4
67.0
48.4
65.6
57.8
71.8
68.0
46.2

7.0
0.8
7.9
3.0
4.8
7.1
0.7
5.8
4.0
0.0
5.5
1.7
9.2
2.0
2.8
1.3
2.8
1.3
4.9
6.3
4.7
14.9
21.0

The situation in December 1992 was not too different compared
with March 1992 but a progressive fall was noticed in the records of
preceding surveys of December, 1993, December, 1994, December,
1995 before picking up again in 1996 for composite urban, rural and
education levels. At the 2003 May Day rally, Adams Oshiomhole
Nigeria's enigmatic labour leader virtually dismissed as non-cheering,
President Obasanjo's claim of a 3.5 percent growth rate for the economy.
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According to Punch Editorial of June 10,2003, Oshiomhole said the
economy needed a growth rate of seven percent annually in the next five
years to be able to address the needs of the population which might even
double in less than 30 years. He reiterated that a higher growth rate, even
when reported in the economy, might not translate to poverty reduction
or job creation. He suggested that the policy challenge should be to
ensure a job-led growth to put Nigeria and Nigerians back to work as a
way of fighting poverty and generating prosperity.
As if supplying the missing links, the Punch editorial asserted:
Indeed, official (conservative) figures show that the national
unemployment rate has been on the increase. From 4.3 percent in 1985,
it rose to 5.3 percent in 1986. It shot to 7.0 percent in 1987 but dropped
to 5.1 percent in 1988 owing to contingency economic measures. By
1997, however, the rate had ballooned to 60 per cent and had steadily
maintained an upswing.
The report further referred to figures published by the National
Poverty Eradication Programme (NAPEP) in 2001 that the universities
and other tertiary institutions in the country produce an average of
120,000 graduates each year while another 500,000 school leavers or
college graduates are turned out each year, must be without any job
hope. Although NAPEP admitted that figures were not available on the
actual number of the unemployed, the agency said that 50 per cent of the
unemployed is assumed to be youths."

Fig. 1: The Economy - Education Linkage.
Adapted from Akangbou, S.D (1987) The Economics of Education An
Introduction p. 13.
This diagram assumes that all those trained by the educational
system will automatically be lucky to find jobs. This is what is expected
to happen if the education sector is able to accurately forecast the

Education and unemployment of youths in Nigeria: Causes, impacts and suggestions 55

manpower needs of the economy. Unfortunately, this is not the case.
It is a very difficult job especially in Nigeria where dependence is
majorly on primary products for national income.
The results are that people have been trained only to become
unemployed and thereby unproductive. This has led to several socioeconomic problems for individuals affected and communities
concerned because the economy is not able to fully absorb the
manpower produced by the educational system. A reason for this may
be due to a fault in planning of the nation's economy and the
educational system or carelessness and mismanagement of resources.
Also discussing graduate unemployment, Akangbou (1987)
noted that:
One problem in the forecasting of Nigeria's manpower
requirements in relating high-level manpower shortage
to the higher education sector is the total ignorance of
the actual hiring practices in the Nigerian labour
market. Invariably, employers upgrade their lower
qualified staff by promoting and/or providing on-the-job
training for them whenever a ve3 Torj5st
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One is however not inclined to buy this idea as such in that we
now find many jobless graduates of Engineering, Accountancy,
Agriculture, Business Administration, Survey, Law and Medicine, etc,
doing something else aside from what they trained for or are simply
waiting to be gainfully employed. For instance, in 1988, Professor Jubril
Aminu (a one time Education Minister and now, a Senator) stoutly
defended his constituency (education ministry) in an interview:
The educational system is not wholly to blame. There is a
certain percentage of graduates, which any developed
economy ought to have (about 25%). Japan, USA, and
Germany have all done so. Britain has got 18% while
Nigeria has just 0.5%. People generally blame the
educational system when talking about graduate
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noted that in 1992, 56.6% of the population lived below the poverty
line, with the core poor accounting for 24.2%. By 1996, the situation
had not improved much with about 48% of Nigerians living below the
poverty line, 16.2% being core poor.
The Punch Editorial earlier quoted hinted on the latest
situation report in this regard by the facts released by one Mr. Boye
Ilori, a National Planning Commission official. According to him,
67.7 per cent of Nigerians are living below the poverty line (in 2003).
Put differently, over 80 million Nigerians, based on the 120 millionpopulation estimates survive on less than $1 per day. Likewise,
Nigeria's Gross Domestic Product has fallen by 72 per cent since
1980, material and infant mortality rates rank among the highest in
the world; life expectancy hovers between 50 and 56 percent, to
mention a few. All these are indicative of a backward economy.
Back to the UNICEF/FOS report, the main engine of the
Nigerian economy is petroleum, but agriculture is the biggest
employer utilizing about 75% of the workforce. There are, according
to the report, 9 dependants to 10 economically active people. The
GNP per capita declined from US $310.00 in 1993 to US $280.00 in
1994 to US $260.00 in 1995. This eventually renders the purchasing
power of the average Nigerian to continue to dwindle while the cost
of food and social services, especially education and health, continues
to rise. Yet, the affordability of these is critical for household security.
Unemployment can be traumatic to the concerned and the
family. This report holds that adults' unemployed cannot maintain a
family. Children in such situations are often forced to drop out of
school and join the army of street traders to provide whatever income
they can gather for the family. (See Table 5 for the unemployment
situation since 1985).
According to the report, the 1996 CBN annual report points
out that the relatively low, unemployment figures " should be
interpreted with caution" as the number of people employed in menial
and occasional jobs conceals the level of redundancy in the economy,
just as the NAPEP data warned.
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Table 5: National
Unemployment Rates, Nigeria: December, 1985 December, 1998
Period
Composite
Urban
Rural
Survey
5.2
1985
6.1
9.8
December
4.6
December
1986
9.1
5.3
1987
7.0
9.8
6.1
December
4.1
4.8
December
1988
7.9
3.2
December
1989
4.0
7.5
3.0
December
1990
3.5
5.9
3.1
4.9
2.7
December
1991
1992
3.4
4.6
3.2
December
1993
3.8
2.5
December
2.7
1994
1.7
December
2.0
3.2
1.6
December
1995
1.8
3.9
1996
3.4
2.8
December
6.1
1997
3.2
6.0
2.6
December
2.8
December
1998
3.2
4.9
Source: Federal Office of Statistics, Lagos Annual Abstract of Statistics.

Despite the rosy picture painted by the FOS, analysts have consistently
reported rising level of unemployment especially in the urban sector. For
instance, Umoh (1998) estimated unemployed graduates in the last 10
years in Nigeria at about one million. According to him, using
convocation figures of the various institutions of learning, " only 10
percent of 1.11 million graduates turned out during the period under
review were lucky enough to secure job placements".
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Percent

Dec
1993

Dec
1994

Dec
1995

March
1996

June
1996

Figure 2: The Labour Force Survey 9 June 1996) shows that composite
unemployment has been on the increase
Source: FOS/UNICE (1997). The Progress of Nigerian Children p. 5.
The sad situation could not be better painted without considering
the weight of evidence supplied by the personalities in government. For
example, former Defence Minister, Lt. General Theophilus Y. Danjuma
at a valedictory session of the dissolved Federal Executive Council in
Abuja remarked and was quoted by The Punch Editorial:
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We are not creating jobs. And there are so many able-bodied
men and women and even older people who have left their
jobs prematurely... who have nothing, who are not doing
anything but depend on public funds.
Clearly, this statement explains that the nation's development was
being stalled by a culture of consumption without wealth creation. And
as if to say the obvious,
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3

.

5.

6.

There was the School - To- Land (STL) programme in exGovernor Oyakhilome's Rivers State in 1985. More than
2000 jobless school leavers were drafted into 2,600 acres of
farmland. It was a huge programme called the Skill
Acquisition Programme, SAP. For 1,500 school leavers who
could not secure a place in the STL, SAP provided them the
opportunity to be trained in employment through government
assistance. This programme emphasized practical proficiency
in trades and vocations, rather than certificates.
Not only that, Ex-Governor Oyakhilome ordered the
registration of all unemployed engineers and technicians of
the state origin into a "reserve army of experts" to be utilized
as direct labour for the state's infrastrcutural development:
building of office blocks, low-cost houses, schools, clinics,
roads, etc.
Government had also established in 1987, the National
Directorate of Employment (NDE) with their respective state
offices to train and help to find jobs for the unemployed.
The Obsanjo government in 2000 embarked on what it called
the Poverty Alleviation Programme, which it succeeded in
selling to the states to implement accordingly.

Conclusion
Unemployment, particularly of the active youthful population, is no
doubt a social problem plaguing Nigeria. Definitely, no one can
accurately quantify the loss incurred by individuals, parents,
communities and the nation when the educated, the skillful, the gifted,
the willing and the able youths rot away in joblessness. Apart from being
a huge loss of valuable income to individuals, it is a tragedy for all. It
means starvation, humiliation; it spells calamity to the affected. Yet it
may not entirely be the creation of theirs, but the consequence of a
defective human organization. It emerges from the inability of the
economic system to adjust itself to the growing requirements of the
mounting labour force. This is why the time is now, for a productive
system of our dream. Nigeria's political, economic and educational
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planners need to carefully address the major issues raised by youth
unemployment.
Suggestions
Experts have made numerous suggestions on how to curb the problem
from spreading, at best, how to cut it down. These include:
1.
A restructuring of the economy as well as the educational
system, which is presently not tailored to the needs of today's
economy. The falling standards of education should be
addressed. The present curriculum that encourages job
seeking instead of job creation needs a radical overhaul. The
Punch Editorial suggested that Nigeria needs more technical
schools to turn out craftsmen.
More efforts to
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7.

8.

9.

10.

registers in employment registries and getting employers
informed for onward exchanges.
The educational policy, which, despite the purported 6-3-3-4
programmes, churns out job seekers instead of job creators,
must be over-hauled. Experts envisage a system of education
that would be relevant to the country's manpower needs and
discourage youths from choosing courses that only lead to the
acquisition of " useless certificates". One actually is inclined
to the feeling that nothing, is wrong, with the idea that during
training and even after graduation from tertiary institutions,
youths can still learn and practice some common trades for a
living. After all, it is said that "schooling does not make one
educated; it only tries to put one in the process of learning".
Infact, from experience, such youths will become better
tailors, better barbers, better carpenters, better mechanics,
better plumbers, better designers, better business
administrators, caterers, decorators, and the like.
Experts have also argued vigorously that the country has
made some fundamental mistakes in its quest for economic
development. First, they say that the country has structured its
economy in a way that makes it wholly dependent on
imported machines, equipment, fuel, raw materials and
industrial spares, all of which must be acquired with foreign
exchange. With the market exchange rate of $1.00 to so much
Naira, the situation is more than hopeless.
Repatriating the wealth of the country stored in foreign banks
by corrupt rulers and their accomplices, and using such to
rejuvenate the ailing economy. This is to support the current
efforts of government in its war against official corruption in
Nigeria. Reports have indicated that several billions of naira,
pound sterling and dollars have been recovered from the local
and foreign accounts of these greedy notorious opportunists
(The Abacha Loot).
Suspension of the payment of foreign debts or negotiating for
a total cancellation or rescheduling.

64

Contemporary Issues in Educational Management: Book of Honour; 2003

11.

Investment of excessive levies being collected by government
-

in job-creating ventures to avoid a senseless waste of
qualified and skilled manpower.
12.
The facts performed by the likes of Police Commissioner
A(Governor) Fidelis Oyakhilome can be under-studied and
improved upon by state and federal authorities.
13.
It is important that whether vigorous efforts are made to
enable youths to be self-employed or we make them
"graduate farmers" or "graduate artisans", government should
revamp the economy and revive the factories and the
industries strengthening our local currency. Time there was in
the late '70s and even early '80s when our naira could
compete favourably with pound sterling and the dollar. This
is one area where the government of the Fourth Republic
cannot afford to fail.
14.
Also, Akangbou (1987) suggested that the manpower needs
of the nation must be accurately forecast and the educational
system should be cautiously expanded. Also, authorities
should promote interest in technical education to make the
youths to desire it.
15.
One of the most crippling blows on the nation's industrial
growth has been the dearth of even the minimum
infrastructure. The economic climate has proven so harsh and
frustrating that existing firms are shutting down. Industrial
growth could be geared up by the provision of basic
infrastructure like steady power supply,
effective
communication, good road and rail network.
16.
The Federal Government also needs a review, as emphasized
by the Punch Editorial (June 10,2003), all anti-investment
laws with a view to creating a business-friendly environment.
Finally, the need for a deliberate job-creation policy is of
especial urgency, now, for only through hard work can the
youths channel their minds to productive activities.
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