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ABSTRACT 
In a democracy, it is the expectation of the common man that it is a constitutional responsibility of 

government to provide social services to the citizens of that country. But over the years, these expectations 

have not been met by successful administrations thereby living the citizens in total despair and the 

resultant effect has been unquantifiable poverty which in turn brings about crime and criminality in the 

country. This paper examines the concept of social services and poverty as it affects Nigeria as a 

democratic nation. The main objective of the study is to find out some of the negative tendencies, in which 

poverty manifests. The study adopted secondary data. The causes of poverty, its problems and poverty 

alleviation strategies plus the failures of the past poverty eradication approaches were considered in the 

study. The study concluded by making some recommendations. 
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INTRODUCTION  
Social welfare covers a wide range of many aspects of social life such as health care, education, science 

and technology, utilities, including water, road, electricity, communication and transport. It involves 

agriculture including forestry, veterinary services and livestock’s production, etc. (Adelekun, 1993 in 

Aroh, 2002). The welfare and quality of life of a population in any country is inextricably tied to the rate of 

the growth of the economy and the degree of equity in the distribution of national income. Thus, au 

unprogressive economy is characterized by poor access to basic social services by the citizen (Okeibunor 

and Anugwom, 2005:334).  

According to development experts, poverty has various manifestations, including lack of income and 

productive resources sufficient to ensure sustainable livelihood, hunger and malnutrition, ill health, limited 

or lack of access to education or other basic services, increased morbidity and mortality from illness, 

hopelessness and inadequate housing, usage environment, social discrimination and exclusion. It is also 

characterized by lack of participation in decision making and in civil, social and cultural life (Mohammed 

1979 in Okeibunor and Anugwom, 2005:204).  

According to Okafor (2004:15), “human poverty is an antithesis of human development. While human 

development is a measure of average achievement of countries in a three basic dimension of development, 

human poverty is a measure of deprivations in the same three basic dimensions of development viz 

longevity, knowledge and a decent standard of living.  

A lot of thinkers, majority of them, scholars, have largely attributed the poverty level in Nigeria to the high 

level and prevalent corruption in the country. Ordinarily, the country is not as poor as our leaders have 

made us to believe, but for the executive corruption in Nigeria, the countries poverty index is put at 70%. 

Indeed, the poverty index for Nigeria rose from 28.1% in 1980 70% in 1997 (Nduka, 2006:52)  

While writing on the “Basic Need Approach”, to development, Iyoha (1999:66) stated thus: “Basic needs 

theory focuses on evils of malnutrition, illiteracy and ill-health and the position of women”. The 

realization of basic needs is limited by political and administrative shortcomings. The poor hardly 

constitutes a strong political constituency. Government in the developing capacity to pursue policies 
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targeted at the poor or the rural majority, though their administrative capacities in protecting the interest of 

the rich have been well documented.  

 

Concept of Poverty  

Okafor (2004:3) observed that “poverty is a global phenomenon that has militated against the human 

development of nations. Poverty is as old as the society itself. It transcends all ages. Ordinarily to be poor 

means to have little money or not to have many possessions. But human poverty connotes deprivation or 

denial of certain needs, services or of all attributes of human development. There have been varying 

degrees of deprivation of human needs and this has led to the varying perceptions of poverty”.  

Thus, one can conveniently state that there are linkages between education and poverty. According to 

Okafor (2004), UNDP human development report of 1996 expressed their perceptions on poverty in 

Nigeria as follows:  
Poverty is an abject state of being in which an individual is incapable of utilizing resources around him to 

improve himself economically, socially, politically or otherwise. It could be due to lack of opportunity for 

education which is basic to human development.  

Poverty entails the absence of the basic requirements essential for the survival and to an extent, the comfort 

of man. It is squalor and it is the unavailability of basic Medicare. 

 

From the foregoing, poverty is simply defined, is a condition whereby one is rendered weak, deprived and 

denied of essential social welfare services. Hence, the poor in the society is said to be socially, 

economically and politically incapable of measuring up to the basic standard of living.  

Ezeh (1999:88) opined that “it is generally and popularly an acceptable fact that education and health are 

critically and intimately linked to poverty. According to the World Development Report (1994), “the 

linkage between poverty, education and health are multi-faceted”. The report went further to describe in 

details the type of relationship, which exists between the three variables: poverty, education and health. 

This indicates that education is needed to enhance income-generating employment, and to empower one 

to make better choices to extricate oneself from poverty. The time required for education competes with 

the time needed for work and support of the family, particularly for women. Poverty frequently results in 

poor diet, causing malnutrition which in turn, increases the risk of disease”.  

Theoretical Framework  

The complex issue of poverty alleviation is either lack of knowledge of how badly it is ravaging the 

African continent or lack of agreement that poverty is an inhuman condition: that should be avoided at all 

cost. According to Kaji (1995), you are rightly concerned not just with the “what” but also the “how” and 

in our rapidly changing world, the “how”. But this did not overlook the importance of the “what” of 

poverty eradication you have to know the enemy and what you are up against in order to prepare your 

attack.  

From the economist, the agriculturist, social workers and the political theorist have come several opinions 

on how poverty can be eradicated. But all agree that it is the responsibility of government to mediate such 

human suffering. The tragic experience of the great depression reinforced the feeling of many people that 

the government must intervene more directly in the economic and social affairs of the populace. 

Urbanization and several other developments in America and Europe in the 1930s crystallized the opinion 

that the governments are not minding the socio-political learning owes it to its citizens to render social 

services.  

The relevance of this theory to poverty eradication is that knowing the effect of poverty and its degree of 

devastation would assist the sufferer to adjust in order to map out strategies to tackle the menace.  

Classification of Poverty  

According to Okafor (2007:7-10), the following classifications of poverty have been made. They are:  

i. absolute poverty 

ii. relative poverty  

iii. urban poverty  

iv. rural poverty  
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v. material poverty  

vi. income poverty  

vii. human poverty  

Poverty in the context of Nigeria had caused a lot of negative tendencies, which have contributed in no 

small measure to crippling Nigeria socially, economically and politically. Some of the negative 

tendencies of poverty subsume:  

i. Corruption: poverty has made a great many Nigerians to engage in corrupt practices in order to 

make ends meet. This has frequently pushed decent people into accepting take bribe, give bribe 

and induce bribe.  

ii. Increase in crime: most people engage in some form of crime ranging from stealing, thuggery, 

arson, prostitution, electoral and examination malpractice, etc due to poverty.  

iii. Servitude: many people especially in the 19th century became enslaved due to poverty. So, 

poverty has enormously contributed to absolute social vices in the country.  

iv. Frustration and the enactment of violent behavior: poverty leads to deprivation, which in turn, 

causes frustration. Frustration in much the same way causes the enactment of violent behavior by 

the one suffering from it.  

While giving credence to the above assertion, Dinge (2003) in Okeibunor and Anugwon (ed.) (2005:226) 

observed that:  
In recent times, the understanding of poverty has become deeper and broader. 

Poverty is a multidimensional social phenomenon, which is depicted by an extreme 

lack of the basic necessities for human wellbeing and decency. It manifests itself in 

the deprivation of the lives f the people, which include the denial of opportunities 

and choices most basic to human development. Poverty depicts or connotes a state 

of being poor. It refers to a situation characterized by want and inability to provide 

ones basic needs. Although, poverty may have universal applicability, it seems to us 

that poverty must be relative culture of society specific. 

 

A lot of scholars which includes Gidden (1993); Townsend (1979) and Orjiako (2003) cited in Okeibunor 

and Anugwon (ed) opined that:   
In Nigeria, poverty may refer to the inability of people to source or satisfy basic needs of survival, not 

being able to afford three square meals a day, live in unsanitary conditions, ill-prepared and ill-equipped to 

afford necessities which are inevitable in today’s world that are seen as luxury items for them. 

 

Some others like Gidden (1993) attempt a distinction between subsistence or absolute poverty and relative 

poverty. Subsistence poverty refers to a lack of basic requirements to sustain a physically healthy 

existence – sufficient food or shelter to make possible the physically efficient functioning of the body. 

Poverty may therefore be analyzed in terms of lack of resources to maintain the living condition and 

amenities or customary, or at least widely encouraged or approved in society. (Townsend, 1979). The 

poor are people who do not have access to Medicare, no employment, or underemployment, destitute, or 

those who lack the basic necessities of life. Aside from the aforementioned categorization, poverty has 

also been delineated along the lines like impact, spread, time and duration.  

Social Services  

It is the duty of government to make the provision of social services to the citizenry. Unfortunately, due to 

the endemic corruption in the nation-state of Africa and in Nigeria in particular, this duty and 

responsibility of the government had contributed to why most people do not know what constitute social 

services” in Nigeria”. To this end, therefore, we are going to consider the following as basic social 

services in terms of Nigeria. These are: 

i. Education 

ii. Health  

iii. Food and nutrition 

iv. Shelter(housing) 

v. Care for women and the poor  
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vi. Employment; and  

vii. Infrastructure such as road and electricity 

 

Social Services are provided by The Government: Federal, State and Local, to assist in the development 

of the communities. To this end, some community development programs aimed at improving social 

services and consequently reducing poverty have been pursued over the past decades. The major areas of 

concern include: basic services, infrastructure and housing facilities of the rural and urban population, 

extending access to credit and farm inputs creating employment (Ezek, 1999:89). 

However, government emphasis in the provision of basic social services in the contemporary time has 

assumed a new and crucial dimension. Education, health care, shelter and provision of food and nutrition 

seem to be in the front burner as these also bearing linkages to poverty and its eradication. Each of the 

above four mentioned social services will be briefly discussed.  

i. Education: this is a key instrument for empowering the population to be gainfully occupied and 

productive. In Nigeria, the adult literacy rate was 57% in 1994. When broken down by sex, the 

literacy rate for males was 69% as against 48% for females.  

Public expenditure on education has been declining over the years. It drops from 11.12% of the 1999 

budget to 1.83% in the 2003 budget. It would appear that successive governments having been looking at 

the absolute value of budget funds rather than the relative value. In the process, attention is not often paid 

to the increases in the demand for education as reflected in the enrolment figures and to the inflationary 

trend that encode the real value of budgeted amounts. At the primary level of education, available data 

shows gross enrolment ration as 68% in 1990. This rose to 86% in 1993 and then declined to 70.3% in 

1996 (UN system in Nigeria, 2001:91) quoted in Okeibunor and Anugwon (ed) (2005:334). At the 

secondary level, we note first that the transition rates from primary to secondary declined from 53.2% in 

1992 to 43.7% in 1995. In terms of enrolment, 45% of the 15-19 years old were enrolled in the secondary 

schools in 1997. The pupils-teacher ratio of 27:1 is fair enough but pupils-classroom ratio of 40:1 smacks 

of inadequacy of classroom facilities (FOS 1999) in Okeibunor and Anugwon (2005).  

At tertiary (universities) level, the problem is not only restricted to inadequate funding. The demand for 

university education far exceeds the supply.  

ii. Health: in terms of health, Okeibunor and Anugwon (2005:333)  showed that:  
Estimates of life expectancy at birth and mortality reflect the extent to which a country’s health 

care system has been impacting on the health of the population, the infant mortality rate, for 

instance, is a good index of development as it reflects the availability to the public of social 

benefits, which would improve survival. Such social benefits include improvements in 

environment, nutrition, education and medicine.  

 

Availability and accessibility of health services, facilities and personnel are essential ingredients for 

attaining the goals of health for all. In Nigeria, the situation in the health sector is a far cry from the ideal. 

Available statistics shows that in 1998, total federal government allocation to health was 3.9% of GDP. In 

terms of health personnel and facilities, in 1993, there was one medical practitioner to 4094 persons, one 

nurse to 11.10 persons and one hospital bed to 839 persons. These figures in combination with the high 

infant, childhood, maternal mortality are indicative of the fact that the three-tier scheme of primary, 

secondary and tertiary health care delivery system in Nigeria is not yielding the expected dividends.  

iii. Food and Nutrition: Okore (2005) observed that “in terms of food production, available evidence 

indicates that only 38.3% of total land area of 92.4 million hectares was harvested with respect to 

major food crops in 1997/98. Moreover, the average annual growth rates in the production of the 

major staples were quite low. For instance, between 1993/94 and 1997/98, the growth rate in 

cereal production was about 8% as compared with 4.4% for grains and 3% for tubers. Thus, in 

terms of food security, the rates presented above do not create any room for respite. It is 

estimated that 40% of Nigerians are without food security. [UN in Nigeria, 2001; ix in Okeibunor 

and Anugwom (ed)] 
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iv. Shelter: “the Un conference on Human settlements [HABITAT II] recognized he right to housing 

as an integral part of the right to improved and adequate standard of living. Adequate housing 

does not just mean a roof over one’s head. It includes “access to all the systems considered 

essential to a healthy life, particularly urban life including access to a safe water and sanitation, 

waste disposal, schools and transportation and other infrastructural necessities of life” [UN 

system in Nigeria, 2001:119 quoted in Okore 2005:337]. The above is indicative of the necessity 

of shelter to the Nigerian citizens. It is unfortunate that due to the level of poverty prevailing in 

Nigeria, the greater majority of Nigerians are virtually deprived. Minimum wage in Nigeria is low 

compared to other countries in the developing world like Indonesia, India, Pakistan, etc.   

In an attempt to improve on the provision of shelter for the citizens, some state governors embarked 

upon the building of low cost housing. In Lagos, we have Jakande Estate. Attesting to the above fact, 

Okore (2005) noted that at the state level most governments, since 1990s have been involved in 

building medium and low cost housing estates. The snag is that some of the estates were and continue 

to be sited in rather obscure locations and the housing units are hardly ever occupied.  

The issue raised above is apparently indicative of the effort of government to make available basic 

social services to the citizens of Nigeria. However, most of these social services provided, such as 

education, health care, etc, have not been able to achieve the objective of the policy.  

 

Causes of Poverty 

Poverty in Nigeria and the rest of the African continent maybe attributed to myriads of factors to have 

been responsible for its spread.  

According to NEEDS (2004), inadequate growth is the main cause of poverty in Nigeria. The lack of 

growth is compounded by the volatility of the oil sector, which affects a range of activities in the 

economy. High and growing unemployment increase the number of poor people. Other factors that have 

contributed to the level and the evolution of poverty in Nigeria include problems in the productivity 

sector, widening income inequality, weak governance, social conflict and gender, intersectoral and 

environmental issues.   

i. Problems in the Productivity Sector: This refers to the limited growth of investment and technical 

innovation which has constrained the labor absorptive capacity of the nonagricultural sector, 

especially manufacturing. This lack of capacity has exacerbated poverty especially in the urban 

areas. 

ii.  Income Distribution: Widening income inequality has contributed significantly to the increase in 

poverty in Nigeria. Economic growth has tender to benefit people who work in public sector 

management. Fiscal policies have not promoted income redistribution standards of a growing 

number of pensioners (including retired members of Nigeria middle class) due to underfunding 

and management problems of pension arrangements in public and private institutions. 

iii. Weak Government: Weak governance (including corruptions) is believed to have contributed 

significantly to poverty in Nigeria. Governance problems are widely thought to have been among 

the major reasons why the past poverty alleviation programmes have little effect. 

iv. Social Conflict: The economic and social dislocations caused by internal conflict have negatively 

affected the economic well being of the individual and business in the various ways. Conflicts 

often lead to the death of principal income earners of the destruction and loss of the major assets 

such as houses or land. Those not displaced from conflict areas often face in adequate 

infrastructure and other facilities needed to earn a decent living. 

v. Gender: As in many developing countries, women in Nigeria are more likely than men to be poor. 

They also have fewer options than men for escaping poverty. Partly due to traditional property 

right and inheritance practice, widows are vulnerable to poverty than widowers. Partly because 

they have less formal education than their male counterpart, women generally benefit less from 

using employment to fight poverty. 
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vi. Intersectoral Factors: some evidence suggest that the rural sector, where about 70 percent of 

Nigerian people live, have been facing a none serious poverty situation than the urban sector. 

The difference is caused by a variety of factors including the following: 

a. Sharp seasonality in the flow of production income and employment opportunity in the 

rural sectors. 

b.Shortage of social and economic infrastructure compared with urban areas 

c. Migration of the educated workforce to urban areas and consequent aging from rural 

population. 

d.Low productivity of rural and especially agricultural production due partly to limited 

access to credit, pesticide, extension services and modern technology for agricultural 

production, processing and preservation. 

 

Problems of Poverty 

The problems caused by poverty are apparently multifarious. Uchegbu (1998) and Aina et al. (1992) 

citied in Ugwu (2005) observed that poverty puts pressure on people and nation, especially in the 

developing countries like Nigeria, to engage in unsustainable and ecological damage practices. This 

however, makes the poor and the impoverished nation to engage in the exploitation of their own natural 

resources. They often engage in bush burning thereby creating very serious environment stress, such as 

deforestation encroachment of desert pollution, global warning etc. also, population pressure, changing 

land tenure and other new pressure, particularly those related to commercial activities, forge new habits 

that could have been disasters for the urban and rural poor. 

Moreover, poverty gives birth to social vices in the country. This manifest by way of corruption, bribe 

taken, sometime called gratification, engaging in gruesome acts like stealing, prostitution, demeaning of 

one’s position etc. 

Poverty Alleviation or Eradication 

The problems of poverty have led various governments in Nigeria to formulate one policy or the other 

geared towards poverty eradication in the country. 

What is Poverty Eradication?  

In order to address the problem of poverty in Nigeria successive governments have formulated and 

adopted various poverty reduction programmes such as: “Community Banks, Family Support 

Programmes (FSP), The National Directorate of Employment (NDE), the People’s Bank, Better Life for 

Rural Women, the Directorate for Food, Roads and Rural Infrastructure, were established to address 

various manifestations of poverty such as unemployment, lack of access to credit, and rural and gender 

dimensions of poverty” (NEEDS, 2004). 

The above named poverty alleviation strategies could not properly address the problem of poverty in 

Nigeria. However, with the advent of Democratic governance in 1999, the then president, Chief Olusegun 

Obasanjo introduced the National Poverty Eradication Programme to combat the harsh effect of poverty 

on the Nigeria people. Under NAPEP, soft loans were given to certain Nigerians to set up their business 

outfit. Graduates from the University and Polytechnics were equally encouraged by making tem to engage 

in minor jobs which attracted payment by way of allowance of between #10,000 to #15,000 in some 

States. Meanwhile, the strategies failed due to many factors.  

Weaknesses to Poverty Alleviation Strategies 

According to NEEDS (2004), several many factors hindering the success of government effort to reduce 

the level of poverty were identified. They include:  

i. Poor coordination 

ii. The absence of comprehensive policy framework 

iii. Excessive political interference  

iv. Ineffective targeting of the poor, leading to leakage of benefits to unintended beneficiaries, and  

v. Lack of involvement of beneficiaries in project design, implementation monitoring and 

evaluation.  
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CONCLUSION 
In this paper, the concepts of poverty, social services, poverty eradication, etc were given full attention. 

The major classifications of poverty as well as some of the negative tendencies in which poverty 

manifests, were listed and discussed. In much the same way, some areas constituting the core of social 

services such as education, health, food and nutrition including shelter, were briefly discussed. The causes 

of poverty, its problems and poverty alleviation strategies plus the failures of the past poverty eradication 

approaches were considered.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Having taking excursion into some related literature on social services and poverty, it therefore, becomes 

pertinent for us to make some recommendations on our findings on major issues as it concerns poverty 

alleviation in Nigeria. Meanwhile, the past anti-poverty strategies collapsed due to lack of absolute focus 

on the part of the policy makers themselves. Some of the recommendations are the following:  

i. The present ‘National Poverty Eradication Programme’ should be reorganized, strengthened and 

made efficient to enable it be people oriented. The scope of the programme should b clearly 

delineated so that, instead of handling many issues simultaneously with the scope clearly defined, 

the programme would fall within a manageable limit. The former strategy of servicing many sub-

programmes under one major programme should not be sustained.  

ii. The anti-corruption outfits such as Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) and the 

Independent Corrupt Practices and other related offences Commission (ICPC), should be 

strengthened to enable them fight against the menace of corruption which had enormously 

contributed to the pervasive level of poverty in Nigeria.  

iii. Government can give soft and long-term loan to suitable graduates and potential businessmen and 

women to enable them establish on their own. This way, the high level of income inequality will 

be minimized, as more hands would be engaged in the work process.  

iv. A special court which would have powers to try fraudsters and corrupt persons should be 

established by an act of the National Assembly. This special court shall have powers and 

jurisdiction over fiscally related transactions and should be given enough teeth to bite.  
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