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Abstract 

The interplay between democracy and development has been the subject of intense academic 
and policy discourse, particularly within the African context. Nigeria, Africa’s most populous 
democracy, offers a compelling case study of the contradictions between democratic expansion 

and socio-economic stagnation. This study sets out to examine the relationship between 
democracy and development in Nigeria from 1999 to 2023, with specific objectives to assess how 
democratic governance has influenced socio-economic development and to identify the key 
challenges hindering this linkage. Employing a qualitative research design, the study utilizes 
content analysis of secondary data, including scholarly literature, policy documents, and 
institutional reports. The Democratic Transition Theory provides the theoretical foundation, 
highlighting the staged nature of democratization and the role of institutional quality, elite 
behavior, and citizen participation in shaping outcomes. Findings reveal that while democratic 
governance in Nigeria has enabled increased political participation, civil society activism, and 
decentralization, these gains have not translated into meaningful socio-economic development. 
Persistent issues such as electoral fraud, corruption, institutional weakness, ethno-regional 
politics, and insecurity have undermined democratic effectiveness. The study recommends 
strengthening democratic institutions, ensuring electoral integrity, and promoting inclusive 
development strategies to optimize democracy’s developmental potential. Nigeria’s democratic 
future depends on moving beyond formal processes to build a governance system rooted in 
accountability, equity, and citizen empowerment. 

Keywords: Democracy, Development, Democratic Transition Theory, Governance Challenges, 

Nigeria 

Introduction 

The nexus between democracy and development in Africa remains a complex and contested 

issue, encompassing governance challenges such as political participation, accountability, and 

socio-economic transformation. While democracy is a concern across the continent, its 

contradictory outcomes are particularly pronounced in Nigeria, where over two decades of 

uninterrupted civilian rule have yielded mixed results in terms of economic growth, human 

development, and political stability (Obasun, 2025; Madueke, 2026). Scholars have documented 

this paradox extensively, noting that the persistence of democratic institutions alongside 

deepening poverty, rising unemployment, and widespread insecurity has created a growing 
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disjuncture between democratic governance and tangible development outcomes (Ogundare & 

Yakubu, 2025; Azeez & Oluseyi, 2026). 

Additional evidence reveals that over 129 million Nigerians live in multidimensional poverty, 

with voter turnout declining from approximately 60% in 1999 to about 25% in 2023, signaling 

eroding public trust in democratic processes (Madueke, 2026; Obasun, 2025). The historical 

origins of Nigeria's democratic challenges can be traced to the post-independence era, but the 

contemporary period since 1999 has laid the groundwork for understanding the current 

governance-development disconnect (Kalu, 2025). Scholars argue that while democratic 

consolidation was optimistically projected in the early 2000s, the resurgence of electoral 

malpractice, elite capture, weak rule of law, and endemic corruption has intensified public 

disillusionment, earning Nigeria the label of a "hybrid regime" where democratic rituals coexist 

with autocratic tendencies (Madueke, 2026; Ogundare & Yakubu, 2025). 

It is important to note that even if one accepts that democratic institutions have taken root, the 

nature of governance has evolved into a predominantly elite-driven enterprise prioritizing rent-

seeking over public goods delivery (Obasun, 2025). The catalytic cause of this democratic 

underperformance is Nigeria's federal structure, which, while designed to promote inclusion, has 

resulted in fragmented governance and uneven development due to lack of adherence to 

constitutionalism by political leaders (Agunyai, Ogundare & Ojakorotu, 2026). The average 

political elite now finds that controlling state apparatus brings greater wealth than advancing 

public welfare, highlighting the complex interplay between formal democratic rules and the allure 

of power that weak institutions provide (Madueke, 2026). 

Scholars have also linked Nigeria's democratic-development disconnect to weak institutional 

capacity, politicization of resource allocation, executive dominance, and elite capture of political 

parties (Obiukwu & Njoku, 2025; Obasun, 2025). However, nuanced analysis capturing how 

democracy intertwines with institutional quality is still emerging. Evidence abounds that the mere 

existence of democratic institutions does not guarantee development; rather, the quality of 

institutions and the capacity of the state to deliver public goods matter (Ogundare & Yakubu, 

2025). Consequently, this study seeks to explore the actions or lack thereof by the state in 

strengthening democratic institutions, aiming to elucidate their potential contribution to the 

development crisis in Nigeria. 

Statement of the Problem 

Extant literature abounds on the relationship between democracy and development in Africa. 

Scholars such as Obasun (2025), Madueke (2026), and Ogundare & Yakubu (2025) have 

variously interrogated how democratic governance shapes the socio-economic fortunes of 

African states. While democracy is often associated with accountability, inclusiveness, and 

human development, the African experience has largely produced a paradox of democracy 

without development. Empirical evidence shows that, despite over three decades of 

democratization in Africa, many countries still rank low on key development indicators such as 
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poverty reduction, access to quality education, healthcare, and employment (Azeez & Oluseyi, 

2026; Kalu, 2025). 

In Nigeria, which returned to democratic rule in 1999 after years of military dictatorship, the 

expectations of good governance and improved welfare have been largely unmet. Madueke 

(2026) reported that over 129 million Nigerians live in multidimensional poverty, despite the 

country's democratic institutions and resource endowment. Similarly, Nigeria's continued low 

ranking on global development indices indicates that democracy has not translated into 

substantial socio-economic progress (Obasun, 2025). The continuous rise in unemployment, 

insecurity, and inequality further exposes the weakness of democratic institutions in driving 

development outcomes (Ogundare & Yakubu, 2025). 

Empirical studies (Agunyai, Ogundare & Ojakorotu, 2026; Obiukwu & Njoku, 2025; Ogunyemi 

& Adebayo, 2024) have identified structural corruption, weak governance institutions, and elite 

dominance as key impediments to the developmental promises of democracy in Nigeria. 

Electoral processes remain heavily monetized and marred by irregularities, while governance 

continues to be characterized by patronage and poor accountability (Madueke, 2026; Obasun, 

2025). Moreover, while democratic theory posits that participatory governance promotes 

inclusive growth, Nigeria's experience has been one of widening inequality and policy 

inconsistency. Public policies have often failed to deliver on developmental objectives such as 

job creation, infrastructure development, and poverty alleviation, reflecting the broader African 

dilemma where democracy coexists with underdevelopment, weak institutions, and fragile state 

capacity (Azeez & Oluseyi, 2026). 

Despite these challenges, some African countries such as Botswana, Ghana, and Mauritius have 

demonstrated that democratic stability can foster sustained economic growth and institutional 

development (Ogundare & Yakubu, 2025). This comparative insight raises fundamental 

questions about what distinguishes Nigeria's democratic experience and why it has not yielded 

similar developmental dividends. It is against this backdrop that the main objective of this study 

is to examine the relationship between democracy and development in Africa, using Nigeria as a 

case study, with specific objectives including assessing the extent to which democratic governance 

has contributed to socio-economic development in Nigeria, and identifying the major challenges 

hindering the effective linkage between democracy and development in the country. 

Literature Review and Theoretical framework 

Conceptual Clarification   

Democracy 

Democracy, in contemporary political discourse, is widely understood not merely as a system of 

periodic elections but as a complex framework that emphasizes citizen participation, rule of law, 

accountability, and institutional integrity. Traditionally associated with electoral processes and 

majority rule, the modern understanding of democracy has expanded to encompass broader 
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governance principles. Diamond (2021) argues that democracy involves not only competitive 

elections but also the presence of civil liberties, freedom of expression, independent institutions, 

and political pluralism. This perspective is particularly relevant in post-colonial African states 

where democratic processes often co-exist with authoritarian tendencies. Adebanwi (2022) 

contributes to this discourse by asserting that democracy in Africa should be assessed based on 

its capacity to deliver socio-economic goods, reduce inequality, and promote inclusive 

governance. In the same vein, the Inter-Parliamentary Union (2023) emphasizes that democracy 

must allow citizens to meaningfully participate in decision-making processes, ensure 

transparency, and hold public officials accountable. Thus, democracy is increasingly seen as both 

procedural and substantive: it involves not just electoral competition, but also the daily practice 

of governance that upholds justice, rights, and service delivery. In countries like Nigeria, where 

democratic practice is often challenged by corruption, electoral malpractice, and weak 

institutions, this expanded definition provides a more accurate lens through which to evaluate 

the quality of democratic governance. 

Development 

Development is now understood as a multidimensional process that extends beyond economic 

growth to include improvements in social welfare, equity, political participation, and 

environmental sustainability. Earlier notions of development focused heavily on GDP growth 

and industrial output; however, these metrics failed to capture the lived realities of poverty, 

exclusion, and inequality. According to Todaro and Smith (2020), development should be seen 

as the process of improving the quality of all human lives by raising living standards, enhancing 

self-esteem, and expanding individual freedoms. This view aligns with Sen’s capability approach, 

which emphasizes the importance of expanding people’s capabilities their real opportunities to 

live lives they have reason to value. Alkire (2022) builds on this by stressing that human 

development must prioritize multidimensional poverty reduction, especially in underdeveloped 

regions. The UNDP (2023) further defines development as the expansion of human choices and 

the ability to access resources necessary for a dignified life. In Nigeria’s context, Uzochukwu and 

Chukwuma (2021) argue that development must be context-specific, addressing structural 

imbalances, regional disparities, and institutional weaknesses. For development to be 

meaningful, it must be inclusive, people-centered, and participatory. This expanded 

conceptualization recognizes that true development involves not only material prosperity but also 

political empowerment, social justice, and sustainable livelihoods, especially in fragile democratic 

settings. 

Historical Context of Democratic Transition in Nigeria 

Nigeria's democratic transition is rooted in a turbulent political history marked by repeated 

military interventions and interrupted civilian rule, which significantly shapes the country's 
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current democratic and developmental challenges. Following independence from British 

colonial rule in 1960, Nigeria experienced its first military coup in 1966, initiating a pattern of 

authoritarian rule punctuated by brief democratic experiments, all of which collapsed due to 

military takeovers, political instability, and governance deficits (Ogundare & Yakubu, 2025; 

Madueke, 2026). The First Republic (1960–1966) was terminated by a bloody coup, while the 

Second Republic (1979–1983) ended when the military intervened, citing widespread corruption 

and electoral malpractices. Similarly, the brief Third Republic was truncated in 1993 following 

the historic annulment of the June 12 presidential election, a watershed moment that deepened 

public disillusionment and galvanized a sustained pro-democracy movement across the country 

(Obasun, 2025; Azeez & Oluseyi, 2026). This prolonged struggle eventually forced the military 

to hand over power to a civilian government in 1999, marking the beginning of Nigeria's Fourth 

Republic, the longest uninterrupted democratic experiment in the nation's history (Kalu, 2025). 

The legacy of decades of authoritarian rule left behind weak institutional frameworks, a highly 

centralized political structure, and a pervasive culture of impunity, all of which continue to 

constrain Nigeria's democratic consolidation and development trajectory (Agunyai, Ogundare & 

Ojakorotu, 2026). Military governance systematically eroded checks and balances, subverted 

judicial independence, and diminished the capacity of civil society to hold power accountable. 

These authoritarian legacies have persisted into the democratic era, manifesting in executive 

dominance, legislative docility, and the instrumentalization of state institutions for political ends 

(Obiukwu & Njoku, 2025). Furthermore, the political culture shaped by years of military rule 

encouraged a top-down governance approach, where citizen participation is minimized, and 

decision-making remains concentrated among a small elite. This has significantly hampered 

efforts to entrench democratic norms such as transparency, accountability, and popular 

sovereignty (Ogunyemi & Adebayo, 2024). 

Although the Fourth Republic has now witnessed over two decades of uninterrupted elections, 

peaceful transfers of power, and increased civic engagement, the democratic process remains 

plagued by military-influenced political behaviors, elite domination, institutional fragility, and the 

monetization of electoral politics (Madueke, 2026). Electoral contests are increasingly 

characterized by vote-buying, thuggery, and the deployment of state resources for partisan 

advantage, undermining the credibility of democratic processes and eroding public trust in 

governance institutions. Moreover, the inability of democratic governments to significantly 

improve living standards, reduce inequality, or provide basic security has led many Nigerians to 

question the dividends of democracy compared to the authoritarian past (Obasun, 2025). These 

historical legacies underscore the urgent need to contextualize current governance challenges 

within Nigeria's prolonged and difficult struggle for democratic stability and meaningful structural 

reform (Ogundare & Yakubu, 2025). Without addressing the deep-seated institutional and 
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cultural residues of authoritarianism, Nigeria's democracy risks remaining a formal electoral 

democracy without substantive developmental outcomes. 

Interrogating the Democracy-Development Relationship in Africa 

The relationship between democracy and development in Africa has long been a subject of 

scholarly interest and policy debate. While liberal democratic theorists argue that democracy 

fosters development through inclusive governance, protection of rights, and political 

accountability (Sen, 1999; Diamond, 2008), others contend that the correlation is neither linear 

nor automatic, especially in post-colonial African states where structural and institutional 

weaknesses persist (Obasun, 2025; Madueke, 2026). 

In the African context, democracy is often associated with procedural mechanisms such as 

regular elections, multi-party competition, and civil liberties. However, the extent to which these 

democratic features translate into development outcomes varies significantly across the continent. 

Scholars such as Azeez and Oluseyi (2026) and Kalu (2025) highlight how hybrid regimes where 

democratic structures coexist with authoritarian practices  continue to dominate African politics. 

These regimes often conduct elections but undermine accountability, transparency, and the rule 

of law, thereby limiting their developmental capacity (Agunyai, Ogundare & Ojakorotu, 2026). 

Nigeria serves as a prime example of this democratic-developmental disjuncture. Following the 

return to civilian rule in 1999, there was optimism that democratic consolidation would foster 

economic transformation and improve public service delivery. However, studies have shown that 

democratic gains in Nigeria have been undermined by electoral malpractice, ethno-religious 

cleavages, weak institutions, and entrenched corruption (Obiukwu & Njoku, 2025; Madueke, 

2026). For instance, the 2023 elections revealed persistent flaws in Nigeria's electoral process, 

with widespread reports of vote buying, voter intimidation, and logistical challenges (Obasun, 

2025). 

Empirical studies by Ogunyemi and Adebayo (2024) and Ogundare and Yakubu (2025) suggest 

that the Nigerian state operates as a neopatrimonial entity where political power is used as a 

means for resource extraction and patronage, rather than for developmental purposes. This 

undermines the accountability mechanisms central to democratic governance. Moreover, the 

lack of institutional autonomy and a politicized bureaucracy hinder the state's ability to deliver 

on its developmental promises (Agunyai, Ogundare & Ojakorotu, 2026). 

From a socio-economic perspective, democratic governance in Nigeria has produced limited 

developmental dividends. Although Nigeria boasts Africa's largest economy by GDP, Madueke 

(2026) reports that over 129 million Nigerians still live in multidimensional poverty despite over 

two decades of democratic rule. Issues such as mass poverty, youth unemployment exceeding 

40%, infrastructural decay, and poor healthcare services persist. Some scholars argue that this 

disconnect is not due to democracy itself, but rather to the poor quality of Nigeria's democratic 

institutions. According to Ogundare and Yakubu (2025), what matters more than regime type is 

the strength of political institutions and the rule of law. Thus, Nigeria's democracy may still hold 
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long-term developmental potential if systemic reforms are undertaken (Obiukwu & Njoku, 

2025). 

Furthermore, the role of civil society and youth in pushing for democratic accountability has 

gained attention. The #EndSARS protests of 2020 exemplify how young Nigerians are 

demanding reforms and responsive governance (Kalu, 2025). Such civic engagement could serve 

as a catalyst for both democratic deepening and developmental governance if effectively 

channeled. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study adopts Democratic Transition Theory. The Democratic Transition Theory was 

developed during the latter half of the 20th century, particularly gaining prominence in the post-

Cold War era as many authoritarian regimes across Latin America, Eastern Europe, Asia, and 

Africa began to adopt democratic reforms. Notable proponents of the theory include Samuel P. 

Huntington, whose influential book “The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth 

Century” (1991) popularized the idea of successive waves of democratization. Huntington argued 

that transitions occur in clusters and are driven by both domestic and international factors. 

Equally central to the theory are Guillermo O'Donnell and Philippe Schmitter, whose work 

“Transitions from Authoritarian Rule” (1986) focused on elite pacts and negotiated transitions, 

emphasizing the pivotal role of political actors in shaping democratic outcomes. Larry Diamond 

further extended the theory to the African context, arguing that sustained transitions require 

vibrant civil society, institutional reforms, and democratic culture. These scholars provided the 

intellectual foundation for analyzing how and why countries like Nigeria shift from 

authoritarianism to democracy, making the theory relevant for this study. 

The Democratic Transition Theory rests on a series of interrelated assumptions about how states 

move from authoritarian rule toward democratic governance. Firstly, it posits that 

democratization is not a singular event but a staged process involving liberalization (relaxation of 

authoritarian controls), transition (the initial adoption of democratic rules), consolidation 

(institutionalization of democratic practices), and eventual democratic deepening. The theory 

also emphasizes that elite actors such as political leaders, military officials, and opposition figures 

play a decisive role in facilitating or obstructing this process. Another assumption is that external 

factors, including international pressure, foreign aid, and the global democratic norm, can 

significantly influence the pace and direction of transitions. Additionally, the theory holds that 

repeated electoral cycles and growing political participation gradually lead to improved 

governance and democratic stability. These assumptions form a critical framework for analyzing 

Nigeria’s democratic journey since 1999, highlighting the interplay between internal political 

dynamics and external influences in shaping development outcomes. 

Despite its theoretical value, Democratic Transition Theory has been criticized for several 

limitations, particularly when applied to African states such as Nigeria. One major criticism is its 
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Eurocentric bias it is often modeled on Western liberal democracies and tends to overlook the 

unique political histories, social structures, and postcolonial legacies of African nations. Another 

criticism is its assumption of linearity, which suggests that all countries naturally progress from 

authoritarianism to democracy, disregarding cases of stagnation, reversal, or hybrid regimes. In 

the Nigerian context, this assumption falters as the country oscillates between democratic 

advancement and authoritarian tendencies. The theory is also faulted for being overly elitist; it 

pays considerable attention to political elites while underestimating the role of grassroots 

movements, traditional institutions, and informal governance networks. Furthermore, critics 

argue that the theory insufficiently accounts for economic inequalities, ethnic divisions, and 

structural violence, which can undermine democratic consolidation. These critiques are 

important for this study, as they underscore the need to interpret Nigeria’s democratic 

development within its unique socio-political context. 

Application of the Theory to the Study 

Democratic Transition Theory offers a compelling framework for understanding the Nigerian 

experience of democracy and its developmental outcomes. Nigeria’s return to civilian rule in 

1999 marked the beginning of a new political era, aligning with the theory’s conception of 

democratic transition. Since then, the country has institutionalized periodic elections and 

multiparty competition. However, the quality of its democracy remains questionable due to 

recurring issues such as electoral violence, elite dominance, and institutional fragility. As the 

theory suggests, while democratic structures have been established, consolidation and democratic 

deepening have been uneven. For example, although elections are regularly held, they are often 

marred by irregularities and fail to produce accountable governance. This incomplete transition 

has had direct implications for development manifested in persistent poverty, youth 

unemployment, poor infrastructure, and weak public service delivery. The theory also helps to 

explain how external actors, such as the international community and donor agencies, have 

influenced democratic norms in Nigeria without necessarily transforming governance outcomes. 

Thus, the Democratic Transition Theory not only contextualizes Nigeria’s democratic journey 

but also reveals why the expected dividends of democracy have not fully materialized, making it 

an appropriate theoretical foundation for this study. 

Methodology 

The study utilized content analysis method. Content analysis is a research method used to 

systematically analyze textual, visual, or audio material by coding it into categories or themes to 

identify patterns, meanings, and underlying messages. In the context of this study on democracy 

and development in Nigeria, the researcher adopted content analysis because the study is 

qualitative in nature and relied profoundly on documentary evidence for data collection. Since 

secondary data served as the main source of information, content analysis was imperative to 
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systematically interpret the documents, extract relevant themes related to democratic governance 

and socio-economic development, and identify the challenges hindering their linkage. 

Data presentation and Analysis   

This section presents the core findings and a systematic analysis of the research, structured 

around the study's specific objectives. Drawing on the qualitative data gathered from a 

comprehensive review of secondary sources including scholarly publications, institutional 

reports, and credible datasets the analysis examines the nuanced relationship between democracy 

and development in Nigeria. The discussion is organized into two main parts: first, an assessment 

of the contributions of democratic governance to socio-economic development since 1999; and 

second, an exploration of the persistent challenges that have hindered a more effective linkage 

between the two. The presentation synthesizes evidence to provide a clear, evidence-based 

interpretation of Nigeria's democratic experience and its developmental outcomes. 

How Democratic Governance Has Contributed to Socio-Economic Development in Nigeria 

Democratic governance in Nigeria since the transition from military rule in 1999 has had a 

notable, though uneven, impact on the country's socio-economic development. One of the most 

significant contributions has been the establishment of a participatory framework that promotes 

policy dialogue, civic engagement, and legislative oversight. The return to civilian rule created 

institutional spaces for public accountability and development-oriented policymaking. For 

example, while earlier programs laid the groundwork, more recent frameworks have aimed to 

consolidate democratic dividends by addressing inclusive economic growth, infrastructure, and 

human capital (Ogundare & Yakubu, 2025; Obasun, 2025). 

Decentralization through Nigeria's federal structure has continued to empower sub-national 

governments, allowing them to address local development needs through state-specific initiatives. 

Projects in sectors such as health, education, agriculture, and road infrastructure have been 

supported in part due to the responsiveness that democratic accountability brings. According to 

Agunyai, Ogundare and Ojakorotu (2026), democratic governance has facilitated local 

autonomy, enabling governors in various states to implement ambitious development programs. 

Nonetheless, corruption and political clientelism continue to limit the impact of these efforts, as 

shown by Madueke (2026), who notes significant misuse of public funds in many states despite 

democratic oversight mechanisms. 

Economically, democratic governance has enabled the implementation of more coherent 

macroeconomic policies, boosting investor confidence and expanding sectors such as ICT, 

finance, and agriculture. The post-1999 liberalization of telecommunications is often cited as a 

success story. Additionally, the renewed focus on digital economy and innovation hubs reflects 

how democratic governance supports economic diversification and youth employment initiatives 



 
ADSU INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF POLITICS, ADMINISTRATION & 

MANAGEMENT [ISSN-PRINT:2735-9646,ISSN-ONLINE:3121-6455] VOLUME 3, 

ISSUE 2 (MAY,2026) 

 

ADSU INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF POLITICS, ADMINISTRATION & 

MANAGEMENT, ISSN-PRINT:2735-9646,ISSN-ONLINE:3121-6455, 

aijpam.adsu.edu.ng 
 

195 

 

(Obiukwu & Njoku, 2025). Nevertheless, inflation, youth unemployment exceeding 40%, and 

currency instability remain major concerns, pointing to the need for deeper reforms and inclusive 

growth strategies (Azeez & Oluseyi, 2026). 

Socially, Nigeria's democratic governments have rolled out several human capital programs 

aimed at improving education, healthcare, and social protection across the federation. Kalu 

(2025) argues that while these programs have had some positive impacts, their full potential is 

undermined by erratic funding, politicization, and implementation gaps. Furthermore, persistent 

strikes by academic and health professionals reflect broader governance shortcomings in 

addressing public sector concerns under democracy (Ogunyemi & Adebayo, 2024). 

Another significant area of progress has been the expansion of civic space and media freedom 

under democratic rule. Civil society organizations and online platforms have been instrumental 

in advocating for transparency, electoral reforms, and good governance. The #EndSARS 

movement in 2020 exemplified the power of democratic engagement and digital mobilization, 

demonstrating how democratic governance enables citizens to hold leaders accountable 

(Obasun, 2025). While democratic governance in Nigeria has laid the foundation for socio-

economic development by fostering inclusive policymaking, local participation, and civil liberties, 

its transformative potential remains underutilized. Strengthening democratic institutions, 

enforcing the rule of law, and improving social accountability mechanisms are crucial for 

translating Nigeria's democratic experience into widespread socio-economic prosperity 

(Madueke, 2026; Ogundare & Yakubu, 2025). 

The major challenges hindering the effective linkage between democracy and development in 

Nigeria 

The relationship between democracy and development in Nigeria remains complex and fragile due to 

persistent structural, institutional, and governance-related challenges. One of the most entrenched 

obstacles is systemic corruption, which continues to undermine democratic accountability and divert 

resources meant for public development (Madueke, 2026; Obasun, 2025; Ogundare & Yakubu, 2025). 

Despite the existence of anti-graft agencies such as the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission 

(EFCC) and the Independent Corrupt Practices Commission (ICPC), corruption remains pervasive in 

public procurement, budgeting, and project execution (Transparency International, 2023). Madueke 

(2026) asserts that corruption has become deeply institutionalized in Nigeria, weakening public trust, state 

legitimacy, and development capacity. Similarly, Obasun (2025) notes that Nigeria ranks among the most 

corrupt nations globally, with widespread misappropriation of public funds and the persistence of ghost 

workers in public institutions, a phenomenon extensively documented by the Auditor-General's reports 

across various fiscal years. These leakages divert critical resources from education, health, and 

infrastructure, thereby weakening the developmental impact of democracy (Ogundare & Yakubu, 2025; 

Nigeria Bureau of Statistics, 2020). 
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Another significant challenge is the weakness of democratic institutions, which are central to effective 

governance and developmental accountability (Agunyai, Ogundare & Ojakorotu, 2026; Azeez & Oluseyi, 

2026; Kalu, 2025). Institutions such as the judiciary, the legislature, and the electoral management body 

often suffer from political interference, underfunding, and lack of autonomy (World Bank Worldwide 

Governance Indicators, 2023). Agunyai, Ogundare and Ojakorotu (2026) argue that Nigeria's democratic 

institutions remain fragile, plagued by weak enforcement mechanisms, resulting in policy inconsistency 

and poor implementation of development programs. Azeez and Oluseyi (2026) further contend that 

institutional weakness perpetuates executive dominance and hinders inclusive governance, thereby 

disconnecting democratic processes from developmental outcomes. The failure to strengthen institutional 

independence has led to a governance structure where personal and ethnic loyalties overshadow merit-

based administration, eroding the foundations of democratic consolidation and developmental progress 

(Kalu, 2025; Adebayo & Eze, 2024). 

Electoral violence, vote buying, and electoral malpractice further undermine democratic legitimacy and 

consequently stall developmental efforts (Obiukwu & Njoku, 2025; Ogunyemi & Adebayo, 2024; 

Madueke, 2026). Elections in Nigeria have consistently been characterized by irregularities, voter 

intimidation, and post-election litigations (CLEEN Foundation, 2023). According to Obiukwu and Njoku 

(2025), recent general elections were marred by low voter turnout, operational challenges, and widespread 

disillusionment due to technological failures. Ogunyemi and Adebayo (2024) also observed that the 

failure of electoral institutions to ensure transparency has deepened voter apathy and eroded confidence 

in democratic governance. Low participation means that elected officials often lack strong mandates, 

which weakens accountability mechanisms and reduces citizens' influence over governance outcomes 

(Madueke, 2026; Idowu & Okafor, 2025). Evidence from Afrobarometer (2024) confirms that Nigeria's 

voter turnout has consistently declined across electoral cycles, indicating growing disillusionment among 

the electorate. This downward trend implies weakening civic engagement, reduced legitimacy of 

democratic institutions, and diminishing accountability of political leaders to citizens. Such patterns of 

apathy and disenchantment compromise the developmental promise of democracy, as governments 

elected with low voter turnout are less responsive to citizens' needs and more vulnerable to elite capture. 

Furthermore, ethno-religious tensions and identity politics continue to distort Nigeria's democratic 

landscape and developmental agenda (Mustapha, 2022; Onapajo, 2020). The country's political space is 

often shaped by a zero-sum logic where ethnic and regional balancing override merit and competence. 

Mustapha (2022) and Onapajo (2020) argue that the prevalence of identity politics fuels patronage, 

exclusion, and nepotism, thereby translating into uneven development across regions. Political 

appointments and development projects are frequently allocated based on ethnic affiliations rather than 

national interest, leading to uneven access to public goods and deepening regional disparities (Nigeria 

Social Violence Project, 2023; Olaniyi & Bamidele, 2024). Consequently, development initiatives are 

often driven by political favoritism instead of empirical needs, further widening socio-economic 

inequalities. 

Insecurity also constitutes a major impediment to democratic development in Nigeria (Olojo, 2023; 

UNDP Nigeria, 2022). From the Boko Haram insurgency in the Northeast to banditry in the Northwest 

and separatist agitations in the Southeast, insecurity has not only disrupted economic activities but also 

displaced millions of people and eroded state capacity (Global Terrorism Index, 2023; Internal 
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Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2024). Olojo (2023) notes that successive democratic governments 

have failed to address the root causes of insecurity, such as poverty, youth unemployment, and governance 

deficits. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP Nigeria, 2022) equally reports that 

conflict-affected regions suffer from limited access to education, healthcare, and food security, further 

widening developmental disparities and exacerbating public discontent with democratic governance 

(Akinyemi & Yusuf, 2025). 

Democracy in Nigeria has yet to translate into substantive development due to entrenched corruption, 

weak institutions, flawed electoral processes, identity-driven politics, and widespread insecurity (Akinola, 

2021). These interrelated challenges have collectively constrained the ability of democratic governance to 

deliver public goods and inclusive growth. As Akinola (2021) observes, Nigeria's democracy remains 

largely procedural rather than substantive, with emphasis on elections over good governance. For 

democracy to foster development, Nigeria must strengthen institutional capacity, enhance electoral 

integrity, promote national integration beyond ethnic considerations, and address insecurity through 

inclusive and accountable governance mechanisms. 

Conclusion 

The analysis of data from 1999 to 2023 reveals that while Nigeria has made notable progress in 

democratization, its democratic trajectory has yet to produce the expected socio-economic 

transformation. Evidence from secondary datasets and scholarly analyses indicates that Nigeria's 

democracy remains largely procedural, dominated by elite interests and weakened by systemic 

corruption (Ogundare & Yakubu, 2025; Azeez & Oluseyi, 2026; Madueke, 2026). The steady 

decline in voter turnout across successive electoral cycles demonstrates growing disillusionment 

with the political process and highlights the widening gap between democratic participation and 

citizen trust (Madueke, 2026; Obasun, 2025; Afrobarometer, 2024). Despite over two decades 

of uninterrupted electoral continuity, the deepening apathy among the electorate suggests that 

formal democratic procedures have not translated into meaningful citizen empowerment or 

government accountability. 

Institutionally, while Nigeria has developed a framework for democratic governance through 

constitutional reforms, electoral management bodies, and civic participation mechanisms, the 

fragility of its institutions continues to undermine developmental outcomes. Weak policy 

implementation, limited judicial independence, and a compromised electoral process have 

curtailed the credibility of democratic governance (Agunyai, Ogundare & Ojakorotu, 2026; 

Obiukwu & Njoku, 2025). This institutional fragility, compounded by ethno-religious politics, 

has produced uneven development across regions, perpetuating inequality and eroding social 

cohesion (Kalu, 2025; Mustapha, 2022; Onapajo, 2020). The failure to strengthen institutional 

independence has resulted in a governance structure where personal and ethnic loyalties 

consistently overshadow merit-based administration. 

Socio-economically, Nigeria's democratic era has coincided with modest macroeconomic growth 

but persistent human development deficits. Large segments of the population continue to live in 
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multidimensional poverty, while youth unemployment remains critically high and inflation 

continues to erode living standards (Madueke, 2026; Ogunyemi & Adebayo, 2024). Insecurity 

manifested in terrorism, banditry, and communal violence has further constrained productive 

capacity and undermined state legitimacy (Obasun, 2025; Olojo, 2023; UNDP Nigeria, 2022). 

The evidence confirms that democracy cannot yield developmental dividends without security, 

stability, and equitable governance (Ogundare & Yakubu, 2025; Akinyemi & Yusuf, 2025). 

Overall, the data affirm that Nigeria's democracy has created institutional and participatory 

structures but has failed to consolidate them into a governance system capable of delivering 

inclusive growth and social welfare. The linkage between democracy and development remains 

weak due to the prevalence of corruption, weak institutions, electoral malpractice, identity 

politics, and insecurity (Azeez & Oluseyi, 2026; Akinola, 2021). As democratic transition theory 

suggests, Nigeria's democratization process remains incomplete, stuck between procedural 

liberalization and substantive consolidation (Madueke, 2026; Obasun, 2025). For democracy to 

foster meaningful development, Nigeria must strengthen institutional capacity, enhance electoral 

integrity, promote national integration beyond ethnic considerations, and address insecurity 

through inclusive and accountable governance mechanisms. 

Recommendations 

Arising from the above findings of the study the following recommendations are made: They 

are 

i. Institutional Capacity Strengthening for Development Delivery: To effectively link 

democratic governance with socio-economic development, Nigeria must strengthen the 

capacity, autonomy, and accountability of key democratic institutions such as the 

judiciary, legislature, and local government councils. This includes adequate funding, de-

politicization of appointments, and improved oversight mechanisms to ensure policies 

translate into tangible outcomes for citizens at all levels. 

ii. Integrated Governance Reforms to Overcome Systemic Challenges: In addressing the 

structural and institutional barriers to democratic development, the government should 

implement a coordinated reform agenda focused on electoral transparency, anti-

corruption frameworks, and decentralized governance. This involves operationalizing 

local government autonomy, enforcing campaign finance laws, and enhancing public 

access to budgetary information to build trust, equity, and accountability in the 

democratic process. 
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