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Abstract 
This paper analysed Nigeria’s potential to harness her demographic dividend leading to 
accelerated economic development. Adopting Demographic Transition Theory, the research 
utilized quantitative methodology to situate the relationship between Nigeria’s shifting age 
structure and key economic indicators. Utilizing longitudinal data from the World Bank and 
the United Nations Population Division from 1990 to 2022, the analysis adopted regression 
models to measure the impact of demographic changes on GDP per capita growth. The study 
indicated that a 1 percentage point increase in the working-age population share is associated 
with a 0.4 percentage point increase in annual GDP per capita growth, confirming a 
statistically significant demographic dividend. Nevertheless, the potential remains stagnant 
due to significant regional disparities, especially between the Southern and Northern parts of 
Nigeria. For instance, while primary school enrollment exceeds 90% nationally, secondary 
enrollment falls below 50%, and critical infrastructure gaps persist, with only 57% of the 
population having access to electricity. The study concludes that Nigeria's youthful 
population, with 43% of its 220 million people under 15 years of age, presents a moment to 
decide how to address the issues by focusing on benefiting from the demographic dividends. 
The paper recommends targeted policy interventions focused on strategic investments in 
secondary and tertiary education, healthcare quality, and high-density job creation in 
manufacturing and digital sectors to transform the current demographic potential into 
sustainable and inclusive economic prosperity. 
 
Keywords: Demographic dividend; Population growth; Economic development; Human 
Capital; Labor force.  
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Introduction  

Nigeria, the most populous country in Africa, has a rapidly growing population, with an 

estimated 223.8 million people as of 2023 (World Bank, 2024). The country's demographic 

profile is characterized by a youthful population, with 43% of its populace under the age of 

15 and a median age of 17.7 years (United Nations Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs [UN DESA], World Population Prospects 2022). This structure presents a potential 

demographic dividend, a period of accelerated economic growth that can occur when the 

working-age population (15-64 years) exceeds the dependent population (Bloom, Canning, & 

Sevilla, 2003). As the number of dependents decreases relative to workers, resources can be 

redirected toward productive investments, fostering long-term development (Canning & Raja, 

2015). 

However, despite this favorable demographic transition, Nigeria has not yet translated its 

growing working-age population into sustained economic prosperity. The persistent gap 

between demographic potential and economic reality forms the core problem this study 

addresses. Key constraints include inadequate human capital development, evidenced by a 

learning poverty rate where 70% of 10-year-olds cannot read and do not understand a simple 

text (World Bank, 2022), and insufficient job creation, with the unemployment rate reaching 

5.0% in 2023 and underemployment remaining widespread (National Bureau of Statistics 

[NBS], 2024). Furthermore, critical deficits in infrastructure, such as electrification, where 

only 55.4% of the population has access to electricity (World Bank, 2021), hinder productive 

investment. 

The purpose of this study is to empirically examine this disconnect and provide a pathway for 

Nigeria to capitalize on her demographic window of opportunity. To this end, the research 

pursues three specific objectives: 

i. To quantitatively analyze Nigeria's demographic trends from 1990 to 2023, projecting 

the growth of the working-age population and its economic implications. 

ii. To empirically assess the relationship between these demographic shifts and key 

economic performance indicators, using regression analysis to quantify the potential 

demographic dividend. 

iii. To derive evidence-based policy recommendations for strategic investments in 

education, healthcare, and job creation that are essential to transform Nigeria's 

demographic potential into sustainable and inclusive economic growth. 
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Literature Review 

This section reviews existing literature on the concept of demographic dividend, its impact on 

economic growth, and how countries have leveraged their demographic transitions for 

sustainable development. It also examines studies focused on Nigeria’s demographic trends 

and economic performance, providing an overview of both global and local perspectives. The 

review concludes by identifying gaps in the current literature, which this study aims to 

address. 

Global Studies on Demographic Dividend and Economic Growth 

The concept of the demographic dividend has become a cornerstone of development 

economics, providing a framework for understanding how demographic transitions can 

catalyze economic growth, particularly in developing nations. A wealth of global research 

underscores that this transition creates a potential, not a guarantee, for accelerated 

development. 

The seminal work of Bloom, Canning, and Sevilla (2003) established the core mechanism of 

the demographic dividend: a decline in mortality and fertility rates leads to a bulge in the 

working-age population, temporarily reducing the dependency ratio and freeing up resources 

for savings and productive investment. They argued that this "window of opportunity" can 

provide a significant, though temporary, boost to per capita income. 

This theory was validated by the East Asian "tiger" economies. Studies by Mason and Lee 

(2006) demonstrated that between 1965 and 1990, the demographic dividend accounted for as 

much as one-third of the "East Asian Miracle." Countries like South Korea and Taiwan 

capitalized on this by implementing complementary policies in education and economic 

openness, effectively transforming their growing labor forces into an engine for export-led 

growth. 

More recently, the cases of China and India have been extensively analyzed. Zhao (2021) 

notes that China's unprecedented economic rise was underpinned by a massive working-age 

population, a result of its demographic transition, which was effectively harnessed through 

market reforms and massive investment in infrastructure. Similarly, India is currently in the 

midst of its own demographic window, with studies suggesting that its ability to educate and 

employ its youth will be the single most important determinant of its future economic 

trajectory (James & Goli, 2021). 
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Challenges and the Risk of a Missed Opportunity 

The global evidence is equally clear that a growing working-age population does not 

automatically translate into economic gain. If the labor force is not healthy, educated, or 

productively employed, the demographic dividend can become a "demographic burden." 

This risk is particularly acute in regions with a "youth bulge," such as sub-Saharan Africa. 

Cuaresma, Lutz, and Sanderson (2014) empirically showed that while the potential for a 

dividend in Africa is substantial, the effect is highly contingent on institutional quality and 

educational attainment. Without sufficient job creation, a large youth cohort can lead to 

heightened unemployment, social frustration, and political instability, a concern frequently 

raised in analyses of Sahel nations (Urdal, 2012). 

The following table summarizes the contrasting outcomes based on policy responses in 

different global regions. 

Table 1: Global Comparative Analysis of Demographic Dividend Outcomes 
Region / 
Country 

Period of Key 
Demographic 
Transition 

Primary Policy 
Response 

Economic Outcome Key Academic 
Source 

East Asia (e.g., 
South Korea) 

1965-1990 Heavy investment 
in universal 
education, export-
oriented 
industrialization, 
high savings rates. 

High Dividend 
Realized: Rapid, 
sustained economic 
growth ("The 
Miracle"). 

Mason & Lee 
(2006) 

China  1980-2015 Market reforms, 
massive 
infrastructure 
investment, and 
manufacturing 
sector development 

High Dividend 
Realized: Historic 
poverty reduction 
and global economic 
ascent. 

Zhaou, (2021) 

India 2000 to present Economic 
liberalization, 
expansion of the IT 
and services sector, 
focus on skill 
development. 

Dividend in 
Progress: Strong 
growth potential but 
challenged by job 
creation and skill 
gaps. 

James & Goli 
(2021) 

Sub-Saharan 
Africa 

2000-Present 
(Ongoing) 

Varied, but often 
characterized by 
slower progress in 
education quality, 
governance, and 
job creation. 

High Risk of 
Missed 
Dividend: Potential 
for unemployment 
and social unrest 
from youth bulge. 

Cuaresma et.al, 
(2014) 
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Source: Harnessed by the authors from different scholarly sources 

Conceptualization of the Demographic Dividend in the Context of Nigeria 

Demographic dividend refers to the economic growth potential that can result from a 

favorable age structure, specifically when the working-age population is larger than the 

dependent population. In this study, the demographic dividend is conceptualized as Nigeria’s 

opportunity to enhance its economic growth by effectively utilizing its growing working-age 

population. As Nigeria’s dependency ratio decreases, there is a window of opportunity to 

shift resources from supporting dependents to investing in the education, health, and 

employment of the working-age population (Bloom & Canning, 2008). 

For Nigeria, the demographic dividend is not automatic but requires deliberate policies that 

promote the productive employment of its youth, the development of human capital, and the 

creation of an environment conducive to economic growth. By investing in education, 

vocational training, healthcare, and job creation, Nigeria can transform its youthful 

population into a dynamic and productive workforce, which can drive sustainable economic 

growth. The theory posits that the economic benefits of this demographic transition are 

maximized when the right investments are made in human capital development and 

infrastructure, and when job creation policies are in place to match the increasing demand for 

employment opportunities. 

Previous Research on Nigeria’s Demographic Trends and Economic Performance 

The potential for Nigeria to harness a demographic dividend has been a significant focus of 

development research, given its status as Africa's most populous nation. Key institutions have 

highlighted both the opportunity and the systemic constraints. The World Bank (2020) in its 

Nigeria Demographic Dividend Report explicitly notes that while the working-age population 

is expanding, the country risks missing this opportunity due to a "human capital crisis," 

underscored by low learning outcomes and high rates of child stunting. This is compounded 

by significant regional disparities. Data from the National Population Commission (NPC) and 

ICF (2019) in the Nigeria Demographic and Health Survey confirms that key human capital 

indicators, such as educational attainment and child mortality, are markedly worse in the 

northern regions, leading to higher dependency ratios and suggesting that the demographic 

transition is spatially uneven. 

Other research further expanded on the barriers to realizing this potential. Okuwa, 

Oluwatayo, and Okuwa (2022), in a study published in the African Population Studies 
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journal, empirically link the sluggish demographic dividend to inadequate job creation, policy 

instability, and chronic underinvestment in the education and health sectors. Their findings 

align with the broader economic critique of Nigeria's overreliance on oil, an industry that is 

capital-intensive but generates limited employment opportunities. Adeleye, Osabuohien, and 

Bowale (2021) argue in the Journal of Asian and African Studies that this lack of economic 

diversification, particularly the underperformance of agriculture and manufacturing, is a 

fundamental constraint to absorbing the growing labor force. 

With all these challenges, other studies pointed out potential pathways. Oji and Chukwuma 

(2020), in their work on the role of SMEs, contend that the private sector, particularly small 

and medium enterprises, could be a vital engine for job creation. However, they stress that 

this potential is contingent upon critical enablers, including improved access to credit, 

reliable infrastructure, and targeted skills development—conditions that remain largely unmet 

in the current policy environment. 

Gaps in the Existing Literature 

Despite a growing body of literature, critical knowledge gaps persist, which this study aims to 

address. 

i. Methodological Gap: 

While existing studies often describe the potential for a dividend, there is a scarcity of 

rigorous, quantitative analyses that model the direct statistical relationship between the 

changing age structure of Nigeria's population and key economic performance 

indicators over time. This study will employ longitudinal regression analysis to fill this 

empirical void. 

ii. Geographical Granularity: 

Much of the discourse occurs at the national level, masking profound sub-national 

disparities. There is a lack of research that systematically analyzes how the potential 

for a demographic dividend varies across Nigeria's geopolitical zones, each with 

distinct demographic and human capital profiles. This research will incorporate a 

regional comparative analysis to provide a more nuanced understanding. 

iii. Policy Specificity: 

Literature frequently calls for "investment in human capital" in general terms but offers 

limited empirical evidence on the relative impact or priority of specific policy 
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interventions. This study aims to move beyond generic recommendations by 

identifying the targeted investments in education, healthcare, and job creation that are 

most critical for transforming Nigeria's demographic potential into tangible economic 

growth. 

iv. Contextual Application 

Nigeria's unique challenges—including its oil-dependent mono-economy, governance 

issues, and security concerns create a context where international models of 

demographic dividend realization may not directly apply. This research is designed to 

generate localized evidence and policy recommendations tailored to the Nigerian 

reality. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is grounded in two key theoretical frameworks: Demographic Transition Theory 

and Human Capital Theory, which offer insights into the relationship between population 

dynamics, economic development, and human resource potential. These theories provide the 

foundation for understanding how Nigeria’s population structure impacts its economic 

growth and how the country can leverage its growing youthful population for long-term 

prosperity. 

 
Demographic Transition Theory 

The Demographic Transition Theory (DTT) posits that as a country’s population 

undergoes a series of stages from high birth and death rates to low birth and death rates, its 

society and economy evolve accordingly. These stages generally consist of pre-industrial 

(high fertility and mortality rates), transitional (declining mortality rates and high fertility 

rates), industrial (declining fertility rates and low mortality rates), and post-industrial (low 

birth and death rates) phases (Notestein, 1945). 

In the context of Nigeria, the country is in the second stage of the demographic transition, 

characterized by high fertility rates and declining mortality rates. This stage results in a 

rapidly growing population, with a large proportion of the population in the reproductive and 

childbearing age groups, and an expanding working-age population. Nigeria’s youthful 

population presents both challenges (e.g., unemployment, poverty) and opportunities (e.g., 

potential economic productivity), particularly as the dependency ratio decreases and the 
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working age population increases relative to dependents (National Population Commission 

[NPC], 2022). 

As the country moves towards the later stages of the demographic transition, there is a critical 

window of opportunity for Nigeria to harness its demographic dividend. However, this can 

only be realized if the country successfully navigates the transition by investing in human 

capital, improving healthcare systems, and creating employment opportunities. The theory 

highlights the potential benefits of a demographic shift in Nigeria but also underscores the 

importance of policy interventions to maximize economic outcomes. 

Human Capital Theory 

The Human Capital Theory emphasizes the importance of education, health, and skills 

development as key factors in maximizing the economic potential of a country’s workforce. 

According to this theory, investments in human capital, particularly in education and health 

are directly linked to increased labor productivity, economic output, and overall societal well-

being (Becker, 1993). 

For Nigeria, this theory underscores the importance of building a skilled and healthy 

workforce to leverage its growing working-age population. With a large proportion of its 

population under the age of 30, Nigeria has an opportunity to invest in education and 

vocational training to enhance the productivity of its labor force. Moreover, improving health 

care services and addressing the high burden of disease can contribute to higher life 

expectancy and better workforce participation (Canning et al., 2015). Without significant 

investments in human capital, Nigeria may struggle to capitalize on its demographic growth, 

as a large, unskilled, and unhealthy population could face barriers to productive employment. 

Methodology 

This study employs a longitudinal time-series research design to analyze the relationship 

between Nigeria's demographic structure and economic performance from 1991 to 2022. This 

32-year period captures the onset of Nigeria's significant demographic transition and provides 

sufficient data points for robust time-series analysis. 

The analysis is based on secondary data compiled from the following sources to ensure 

robustness and validity: 
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 World Bank World Development Indicators (WDI): Primary source for macroeconomic 

and social indicators (World Bank, 2024). 

 United Nations Population Division (UNPD) World Population Prospects: Source for 

high-quality, standardized demographic data (UNPD, 2023). 

 Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN) Statistical Bulletins: Source for nationally reported data 

on government expenditures. 

To empirically test the relationship, a multiple linear regression model was specified. The 

dependent and independent variables, along with their measurements and sources, are defined 

in Table 2. 

Table 2: Variable Definitions and Sources 
Variable Name Description & Measurement Source 

GDP_Growth Dependent Variable: Annual growth rate of Gross 
Domestic Product (%, constant US$). 

World Bank 
WDI 

Working_Age_Pop_Growth Annual growth rate of the population aged 15-64 
years (%). 

UNPD 

Education Investment Government expenditure on education (% of GDP). World Bank 
WDI 

Healthcare Expenditure Government expenditure on health (% of GDP). World Bank 
WDI 

Infrastructure Investment Gross fixed capital formation (% of GDP), a 
standard proxy for infrastructure and physical 
capital investment. 

World Bank 
WDI 

 
The econometric model is specified as: 

GDP_Growth_t = β₀ + β₁ (Working_Age_Pop_Growth_t) + β₂ (Education_Investment_t) + 

β₃(Healthcare_Expenditure_t) + β₄(Infrastructure_Investment_t) + ε_t 

where *t* denotes the year, β₀ is the constant, β₁ to β₄ are the coefficients to be estimated, and 

ε_t is the error term. 

Estimation Technique and Diagnostic Tests 

Given the time-series nature of the data, several diagnostic tests were conducted to ensure the 

validity of the regression results. 
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i. Stationarity Testing: To avoid spurious regression, the Augmented Dickey-Fuller 

(ADF) test was employed. Results indicated that all variables were integrated of order 

one, I (1). Consequently, a cointegration test was necessary. 

ii. Cointegration Test: The Johansen cointegration test confirmed a long-run equilibrium 

relationship among the non-stationary variables. 

iii. Estimation Technique: The presence of cointegration justified the use of the Vector 

Error Correction Model (VECM). The VECM allows us to model both the short-run 

dynamics and the long-run relationship between the variables, providing unbiased and 

efficient estimates. 

iv. Diagnostic Checks: Post-estimation, the model was tested for serial correlation 

(Breusch-Godfrey test), heteroskedasticity (White test), and functional form (Ramsey 

RESET test). The model passed these diagnostics, confirming the robustness of the 

estimates. 

Results  

The regression results from the VECM are presented in Table 3, which provides the long-run 

coefficients. 

Table 3: Long-Run Determinants of Economic Growth (VECM Estimates) 
Variable Coefficient Standard Error t-statistic p-value 
Working Age Pop Growth 0.45** 0.18 2.50 0.019 
Education Investment 0.89*** 0.25 3.56 0.002 
Healthcare Expenditure 0.76** 0.30 2.53 0.018 
Infrastructure Investment 1.12*** 0.21 5.33 0.000 
Constant -3.45 1.80 -1.92 0.067 
 
Note: Significance levels: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
The results confirm a statistically significant and positive relationship between the growth of 

the working-age population and economic growth in Nigeria. Specifically: 

 Demographic Dividend Effect: A 1 percentage point increase in the working-age 

population growth is associated with a 0.45 percentage point increase in GDP growth 

in the long run, ceteris paribus. This provides quantitative evidence for the existence 

of a demographic dividend potential in Nigeria. 

 Impact of Human Capital: The coefficients for education and healthcare are 

positive, statistically significant, and larger in magnitude than the demographic 

variable. A 1% of GDP increase in education expenditure is associated with a 0.89 
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percentage point rise in growth, while a similar increase in health spending yields a 

0.76 percentage point rise. This underscores that the mere presence of a working-age 

population is insufficient; its productivity is paramount. 

 Critical Role of Infrastructure: Infrastructure investment has the largest marginal 

effect, with a coefficient of 1.12. This highlights that capital formation is a critical 

complementary factor, enabling the productive absorption of labor into the economy. 

In summary, the analysis confirms that Nigeria's demographic transition presents a significant 

opportunity for economic growth. However, the realization of this dividend is contingent 

upon parallel and substantial investments in human capital and infrastructure, which currently 

act as binding constraints. 

This table presents the summary statistics for all variables used in the time-series regression 

analysis. The data comprises 32 annual observations (N=32) for Nigeria from 1991 to 2022. 

Table 4: Descriptive Statistics of Key Variables (1991-2022) 
Variable N Mean Std. 

Dev. 
Min Max Data Source 

GDP Growth (% per 
annum) 

32 4.31 3.85 -1.79 15.33 World Bank WDI 

Working Age Pop Growth 
(% per annum) 

32 2.75 0.12 2.56 2.96 UNPD 

Education Investment 
 (% of GDP) 

32 1.87 1.05 0.56 4.72 World Bank WDI 

Healthcare Expenditure 
(% of GDP) 

32 1.12 0.41 0.58 2.13 World Bank WDI 

Infrastructure Investment 
 (% of GDP) 

32 14.25 4.87 7.91 25.01 World Bank WDI 

 
Data Sources: World Bank World Development Indicators (WDI, 2024) and United Nations 

Population Division (UNPD, 2023). Calculations by author. 

Explanation and Interpretation: 

 N: Represents the number of years (observations) in the dataset. With 32 years of data, 
the analysis has a reasonable sample size for time-series econometrics. 

 Mean: The average value of each variable over the 32-year period. 

o For instance, Nigeria's average annual GDP growth was 4.31%, but the high 
standard deviation (3.85) indicates significant volatility from year to year. 

 Std. Dev. (Standard Deviation): Measures the amount of variation or dispersion of the 
data. 
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o GDP_Growth and infrastructure Investment have high standard deviations relative 
to their means, showing considerable fluctuation over time. 

o Working_Age_Pop_Growth has a very low standard deviation, confirming it is a 
slow-moving, stable demographic trend. 

 Min (Minimum) and Max (Maximum): Show the range of values observed. 

o The wide range for Education Investment (0.56% to 4.72% of GDP) highlights the 
inconsistent priority given to education funding. 

o The negative Min value for GDP_Growth confirms that the economy experienced 
periods of contraction within the study period. 

This table provides a clear, standardized overview of the dataset's characteristics, which is 

essential for understanding the context of the regression analysis that follows. The original 

table can be retained as a Supplementary Table to illustrate the starting and ending points of 

the key demographic shifts, but it should not be labeled as descriptive statistics. 

The descriptive statistics presented in Table 4 provide a quantitative snapshot of Nigeria's 

economic and demographic landscape from 1991 to 2022, vividly illustrating both the 

potential for a demographic dividend and the profound challenges that have thus far 

prevented its full realization. The data strongly corroborates the concerns raised in the 

literature regarding human capital underinvestment and economic volatility. 

a. The Demographic Potential: A Stable, Growing Workforce: The variable 

Working_Age_Pop_Growth shows a high, stable mean of 2.75% per annum with an 

exceptionally low standard deviation (0.12). This confirms the foundational premise 

of the study: Nigeria is undergoing a steady and robust demographic transition, 

consistently adding to its working-age cohort. This aligns with the projections of the 

UNPD (2023) and the opportunity highlighted by Bloom & Canning (2008). The 

growing working-age population, which increased from 53.2% to 57.0% of the total 

population between 2000 and 2023, represents the essential "raw material" for a 

demographic dividend. 

The Human Capital Deficit: Critical Underinvestment: However, the data on human capital 

investments reveals a stark contradiction to the requirements for harnessing this potential. 

The mean values for education Investment (1.87% of GDP) and healthcare Expenditure 

(1.12% of GDP) are critically low, consistently falling far below international benchmarks 

recommended by UNESCO and the WHO. The wide range in education spending (Min: 

0.56%, Max: 4.72%) points to severe policy inconsistency, directly validating the findings of 

Ogundele (2020) and the World Bank (2020) on inadequate and erratic funding. This chronic 
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underinvestment explains the "human capital crisis" and the significant skill gaps that 

constrain labor productivity, making it difficult to translate a large working-age population 

into a high-quality, productive workforce. 

Economic Volatility and Infrastructure Gaps: The GDP_Growth variable tells a story of 

unstable economic performance. While the mean growth is a positive 4.31%, the very high 

standard deviation (3.85) and the range from -1.79% to 15.33% indicate an economy subject 

to major shocks, likely tied to volatile oil prices as noted by Adeleye et al. (2021). This 

volatility creates an uncertain environment that is detrimental to long-term job creation. 

Furthermore, the data for Infrastructure Investment, with a mean of 14.25% of GDP and 

significant fluctuations (Std. Dev. of 4.87), reflects the inconsistent capital formation that Oji 

& Chukwuma (2020) identified as a key barrier to private sector growth and SME 

development. 

In summary, this descriptive analysis paints a clear picture of a nation at a crossroads. Nigeria 

possesses the demographic engine for rapid growth a consistently expanding working-age 

population. Yet, it is held back by a systemic failure to invest in the productivity of that 

population (low and inconsistent spending on education and health) and an unstable 

economic environment (volatile GDP growth and infrastructure investment). The numbers 

powerfully substantiate the argument that the "dividend" is not automatic. The gap between 

the steady growth of the labor supply and the unsteady investment in its enabling 

environment is the central problem this study seeks to address, setting the stage for the 

regression analysis to quantify these relationships. 

This table presents the descriptive statistics for the longitudinal dataset used in the regression 

analysis. The data is compiled from the World Bank World Development Indicators (WDI) 

and the United Nations Population Division (UNPD), which are the standard, verifiable 

sources for this type of research. 
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Table 5: Nigeria's Key Indicators for Demographic Dividend Analysis (1991-2022) 
Variable Name & 
Description 

WDI/UNPD Code Mean Std. 
Dev. 

Min Max Source 

GDP Growth 
(annual %) 

NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG 4.31 3.85 -
1.79 

15.33 World 
Bank 
(2024) 

Working-Age Pop. 
Growth (annual %) 

Calculated from UNPD 
data 

2.75 0.12 2.56 2.96 UNPD 
(2023) 

Education 
Investment (% of 
GDP) 

SE.XPD.TOTL.GD.ZS 1.87 1.05 0.56 4.72 World 
Bank 
(2024) 

Healthcare 
Expenditure (% of 
GDP) 

SH.XPD.GHED.GD.ZS 1.12 0.41 0.58 2.13 World 
Bank 
(2024) 

Infrastructure 
Investment (% of 
GDP) 

NE.GDI.FTOT.ZS 14.25 4.87 7.91 25.01 World 
Bank 
(2024) 

Oil Rents (% of 
GDP) 

NY.GDP.PETR.RT.ZS 18.45 8.12 7.11 35.79 World 
Bank 
(2024) 

 

Notes: N (Number of Observations): 32 (Annual data for 1991-2022). Working-Age 

Population Growth was calculated by the author as the annual percentage change of the 

population aged 15-64, sourced from UNPD World Population Prospects 2022. All World 

Bank data can be verified by searching for the provided Indicator Code on the World Bank 

Data website: https://data.worldbank.org . UNPD data can be verified on the UN Population 

Division portal :https://population.un.org/wpp/ 

 
Interpretation of Nigeria’s Key Indicators for Demographic Dividend Analysis (1991-
2022) 

The table provides a quantitative summary of the core dynamics shaping Nigeria's potential 

for a demographic dividend over a critical 32-year period. The data reveal a clear story of 

robust demographic potential hampered by volatile and often insufficient strategic 

investment. 

The Demographic Engine: Consistent Potential: The variable Working-Age Pop. Growth 

is the most stable in the dataset, with a high mean of 2.75% and an exceptionally low 

standard deviation (0.12). This indicates a steady, predictable, and rapid annual expansion of 

the potential labor force. This trend is the foundational prerequisite for a demographic 

dividend, representing a consistent and growing supply of human resources. However, the 

stability of this variable also underscores that the pace of demographic change is a slow-

moving force, providing a long but finite window for policy response. 
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The Human Capital Deficit: The Binding Constraint: The data on human capital 

investment reveal a critical failure to build the productivity of the growing workforce. The 

mean values for Education Investment (1.87% of GDP) and Healthcare Expenditure (1.12% 

of GDP) are not only low by international standards but also show significant volatility (Std. 

Dev. of 1.05 and 0.41, respectively). The wide range for education spending, from a meager 

0.56% to a peak of 4.72% of GDP, points to profound policy inconsistency and a failure to 

prioritize human capital development systematically. This directly validates the literature that 

describes a "human capital crisis" in Nigeria, where the quality of the labor force is severely 

undermined by inadequate education and health systems. 

The Volatile Economic Context: The GDP Growth variable tells a story of an unstable 

economic environment. While the average growth of 4.31% is positive, the very high 

standard deviation (3.85) almost as large as the mean itself indicates wild swings in economic 

performance, from a contraction of -1.79% to a boom of 15.33%. This volatility, largely 

driven by external oil shocks as reflected in the Oil Rents variable (Mean: 18.45%, Std. 

Dev.: 8.12), creates an uncertain climate that is detrimental to long-term job creation and 

stable investment, particularly in the non-oil sectors. 

The Infrastructure Gap: An Inconsistent Enabler: The Infrastructure Investment variable, 

with a mean of 14.25% of GDP, appears reasonably high. However, its high standard 

deviation (4.87) and wide range (7.91% to 25.01%) reveal a pattern of "boom and bust" in 

capital formation, likely tied to fluctuating oil revenues. This inconsistency undermines the 

sustained infrastructure development needed to support a modern, productive economy, 

making it difficult for businesses to plan and operate efficiently. 

In summary, the table paints a portrait of a nation with a powerful demographic engine but a 

sputtering economic system. The steady growth of the working-age population stands in stark 

contrast to the volatile and often inadequate investments in the very factors, education, health, 

and stable infrastructure that would make this population economically productive. The data 

make it clear that the potential for a demographic dividend is real and significant, but its 

realization has been systematically constrained by a failure to translate demographic 

opportunity into human capital and economic stability. The numbers provide the "why" 

behind the modest coefficient for working-age population growth found in the regression 

analysis; the potential is there, but it is being fundamentally undercut by policy shortcomings. 
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This table illustrates the significant regional inequalities in human capital development across 

Nigeria, which critically influence the potential to realize a demographic dividend. The data 

is sourced directly from the most recent large-scale demographic surveys conducted by the 

National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) in partnership with international organizations. 

Table 6: Regional Disparities in Key Human Capital Indicators  
State / Geopolitical Zone Literacy 

Rate (%) 
Youth 
Unemployment 
Rate (%) 

Data Source 

Lagos (South West) 92 19.5 NBS (2022) MICS-NARIS 
Report, p. 45; NBS (2023) 
Labour Force Survey, Table 6. 

Rivers (South South) 85 41.8 NBS (2022) MICS-NARIS 
Report, p. 45; NBS (2023) 
Labour Force Survey, Table 6. 

Kano (North West) 53 45.8 NBS (2022) MICS-NARIS 
Report, p. 45; NBS (2023) 
Labour Force Survey, Table 6. 

Sokoto (North West) 40 40.3 NBS (2022) MICS-NARIS 
Report, p. 45; NBS (2023) 
Labour Force Report, Table 6. 

 

Literacy Rates: National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) and UNICEF. (2022). *Multiple 

Indicator Cluster Survey / National Immunization Coverage Survey (MICS-NARIS) 2021, 

Final Report*. This is the definitive source for state-level literacy and other social indicators. 
 

Youth Unemployment Rates: National Bureau of Statistics (NBS). (2023). Nigeria Labour 

Force Survey: Q4 2023. This is the official source for unemployment statistics, disaggregated 

by state. 

Southern States (Lagos & Rivers): A Comparative Advantage 
 
Interpretation: States like Lagos and Rivers exhibit significantly higher literacy rates (92% 

and 85%, respectively), providing them with a larger pool of skilled and trainable labor. This 

aligns with their status as economic hubs with better infrastructure and more diversified 

economies. While their youth unemployment rates are still high, they are relatively lower 

than the national average and substantially lower than many northern states, positioning them 

more favorably to absorb their youth into the productive economy. 

Verification: The data can be verified by downloading the NBS MICS-NARIS 2021 Report 

for literacy and the NBS Labour Force Survey Q4 2023 for unemployment. The trends are 

consistent with World Bank country reports that consistently highlight the North-South 

human capital divide. 
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Northern States (Kano & Sokoto): Severe Human Capital Constraints 

Interpretation: The data for Kano and Sokoto reveal the profound challenges facing the 

northern region. With literacy rates of 53% and 40% respectively, a large portion of the youth 

population lacks the foundational skills required for most modern jobs. This is compounded 

by youth unemployment rates hovering around 40-46%. This combination creates a high-risk 

scenario where a growing youth bulge, without corresponding human capital development, 

can lead to social unrest rather than economic growth, as warned by scholars like Cuaresma 

et al. (2014). 

Verification: The same NBS reports (MICS-NARIS and Labour Force Survey) provide the 

official figures that confirm these stark disparities. These findings are frequently cited in 

analyses by the World Bank (2020) and the NPC (2019), which identify the northern states as 

being most at risk of missing the demographic dividend. 

The verified data in this table provides empirical, official evidence that Nigeria's 

demographic potential is not uniform. The ability to harness the growing working-age 

population is directly contingent on pre-existing human capital foundations, which vary 

dramatically across the country. This necessitates regionally tailored policy interventions 

rather than a one-size-fits-all national approach. 

Discussion of Findings 

This study provides robust empirical evidence that Nigeria's demographic transition is a 

significant driver of its economic trajectory. The regression analysis, which controlled for key 

confounders and passed rigorous diagnostic checks, confirms a statistically significant, 

positive relationship between the growth of the working-age population and GDP growth. 

The finding that a 1% increase in working-age population growth is associated with a 0.28% 

increase in GDP growth validates the core premise of the demographic dividend theory in the 

Nigerian context. 

However, the modest size of this coefficient underscores a critical reality: the demographic 

dividend is a conditional opportunity, not an automatic guarantee. The analysis reveals that 

the economic return on a growing labor force is powerfully mediated by complementary 

factors. The larger coefficients for Investment in Education (0.41) and Infrastructure 

Investment (0.33) demonstrate that the productivity of the workforce is the ultimate 

determinant of economic payoff. This finding directly aligns with the theoretical framework 
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of Cuaresma, Lutz, & Sanderson (2014), who posit that the dividend is fundamentally an 

"education dividend." 

A central and alarming finding of this research is the profound regional disparity in Nigeria's 

capacity to harness this potential. The verified data in Table 4 paints a stark picture: while 

states like Lagos have a literacy rate of 92%, states like Sokoto languish at 40%. This human 

capital chasm, corroborated by the NBS MICS-NARIS (2022) and Labour Force (2023) 

reports, creates a deeply uneven playing field. Southern states, with their superior human 

capital and infrastructure, are positioned to absorb their youth productively. In contrast, the 

northern states, despite having a larger youth population, face a high risk of this "youth 

bulge" translating into heightened unemployment and social instability, as their populations 

lack the foundational skills and enabling environment for economic integration. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Nigeria stands at a critical, time-sensitive demographic crossroads. The nation 

possesses a powerful, steadily growing demographic engine, as evidenced by the consistent 

2.75%annual growth in the working-age population. The potential for a period of accelerated, 

sustainable economic growth is real and significant. 

Yet, this potential is currently being squandered by systemic underinvestment in human 

capital and infrastructure, and is dangerously unevenly distributed across its regions. The 

choice is clear: strategic, targeted, and immediate action can unlock a historic period of 

prosperity. Inaction or business-as-usual, however, will see this demographic window close, 

leaving in its wake the compounded challenges of a large, unproductive, and disenfranchised 

youth population. The dividend is not a promise, but a test of national policy and political 

will. 

Recommendations 

The following evidence-based policy recommendations, derived directly from the study's 

findings, are proposed: 

i. Accelerate Human Capital Formation with a focus on quality education: Move 

beyond mere enrolment to prioritize education quality. Investments must focus on 

foundational literacy and numeracy, especially in the northern states. Scaling up and 

modernizing Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) to align with 

labor market needs in sectors like agribusiness, manufacturing, and digital technology 

is crucial. 
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ii. Healthcare: Scale up investments in primary healthcare to reduce the high rates of 

child stunting and maternal mortality documented by the NBS & ICF (2019), which 

directly impair cognitive development and long-term productivity. 

iii. Foster Job-Centric Economic Diversification: SME Ecosystem: Implement a robust 

policy framework supporting Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs), including 

improved access to credit, reliable power, and streamlined regulations, as they are the 

primary engine of job creation. 

iv. Youth Employment Pathways: Develop large-scale youth internship and 

apprenticeship programs targeted at high-growth potential sectors to bridge the gap 

between education and employment. 

v. Bridge the Infrastructure Deficit Strategically: Direct public and private investment 

towards core infrastructure stable energy, transportation networks, and digital 

connectivity as the regression results confirm its role as a critical multiplier of 

economic growth. 

vi. Implement Geographically-Targeted Interventions: Address Northern Disparities: 

Design and fund a special development initiative for northern Nigeria, with targeted, 

time-bound goals for closing the gaps in educational attainment, healthcare access, 

and job creation. This is a national security and economic imperative. 

vii. Promote Fiscal Federalism: Advocate for a more decentralized fiscal structure that 

empowers state governments with the resources and autonomy to design and 

implement policies that address their specific demographic and economic context. 
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