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CHALLENGES AND PROSPECTS OF INNOVATIONS IN ECONOMICS EDUCATION 
FOR NATIONAL RELEVANCE    

  
 

Endurance G. Udo 
 
Abstract 

Economics is generally and specifically applicable to almost all aspects of 
human endeavours.  It is a discipline if well taught, studied and its principles 
mastered and put into practice can lead to social transformation, political 
emancipation, socio-cultural purification, environmental consciousness and 
technological development.  This paper therefore discussed the historical 
evolution of economics, the scope of the subject, the function of economics 
to human being, qualities expected of good economists, the need for the 
innovation of economics, challenges, and prospects in the innovation.  
Finally, the paper recommended among others things that economics, as 
presently taught in our higher institutions is too traditional, its curriculum 
should be constantly revised and enlarged to meet the dynamic nature of the 
society.  This will ensure that all-round graduates that could manage modern 
economic and administrative structures are produced for economics to foster 
bring about national relevance.  

 
 

Economics science, which is a part of social science education, possesses a great potential in 
pointing the way in which the challenges of unsustainable development may be resolved.  For this to 
be realized, economics science or education in LCDs must be revised to incorporate the broad social, 
economic and conservation aspects of development.  It must point towards a rational approach to 
socio-economic administration, efficient and predictable management of public affairs, respect for 
future generations by integrating a concern for Environmental Economics into decision –making and 
progressive evolution towards real development.  It must help to formulate the right appeals to issues 
pertaining to population management as well as autonomous development.  Such approaches must of 
course be sensitive to economic and social development issues peculiar to developing nations.  
Finally, for Economics to be relevant to sustainable development and globalization, its methodology, 
scope and content, must be restructured, that is, reconstructed.   

 
Umoh (2005) maintains that the developing nations have at the root of their slow-development, 

a number of undesirable factors such as sub-optimal organizational management practices, lack of 
adequate infrastructure, lack of skilled human capacity to develop and combine resources for optimal 
results, planning without adequate data, and corruption which tends to becloud the vision of 
government officials.  Others include late recognition and appreciation for the benefits of 
globalization, the prevalence of poverty and unsustainable livelihood, inability to deal with 
unsustainable patterns of consumption and production, poor governance, focus on modernization 
rather than the development of national productive capacities, inability or utter unwillingness to 
improve the position of women, demographic mismanagement, isolation of majority of the citizens in 
decision –making, lack of cohesion in information dissemination and communication as well as 
conflict.   

 
This paper is divided into 9 sections namely, Introduction,  Some Major Definitions and 

Historical Evolution of Economics, Scope of Economics, Functions of Economics, Qualities of Good 
Economics (and Economists), The need for the Innovation of Economics, Challenges in the 
Innovation of Economics in Nigerian Educational System, Prospects of the Innovation in the 
Educational System. Section nine deals with Summary, Conclusion and Recommendations.   

 
Some Major Definitions and Historical Evolution of  Economics  
 Inang (2003) maintains that economics is an ancient subject which is still growing and 
expanding in scope.  Although it covers a wide variety of issues and has been defined differently by 
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various scholars, it is universally agreed that economics is basically devoted to the study of the 
mechanisms by which society allocates its scarce resources to achieve maximum economic growth 
and development (Samulson and Nordhaus 1992).  
 

Economics is an inquiry into the nature and cause of the wealth of nations (Smith, 1776).  He 
is regarded as the father of Economics for he laid the foundation of Economics as a discipline and 
was interested in the wealth aspect of political economy.   

Economics is the science which studies human behaviour as a relationship between ends and 
scarce means which have alternative uses (Robbins Lionel, 1992).  Akpakpan (1999) maintains that 
these definitions seemed to have captured the essence of the subject so well that for a long time, 
economists remained satisfied with it and widely used it.   

 
Economics is the study of how people and society end up choosing, with or without the use of 

money, to employ scarce productive resources that would have alternative uses to produce various 
commodities and distribute them for consumption, now or in the future, among  various persons and 
groups in the society (Samueslson, 1980).   

 
Economics is the study of how people and families and organizations and societies make and 

carry out their choice-of what they do and how, as they try to maximize their progress toward their 
objectives –of how they use the things they have to achieve their objectives and satisfy their wants  
(Bowden, 1986).   

Arnold (1989) in Iniodu, et al (2004) postulates that the above definitions have some common 
elements which guide us to define economics as the science that deals with the actions of individuals 
and societies directed towards meeting certain ends in a world where the means necessary for 
meeting those ends have alternative uses.   

 
Economics is the social science that deals with analysis of material problems (Willis and 

Primark, 1977).  It recognizes that resources are scarce and reflects the concern for the allocation of 
these scarce resources.  Problems and activities are analyzed in order to guide the society towards 
optimal allocation of resources because of the problem of scarcity.  This definition can be expanded 
to include many issues and problems not taken into account by earlier definitions of the subject. 

 
The Scope of Economics  

Economics is found in almost every field of human endearvour such as business/ commerce, 
production, industry, defence, medicine/ health care delivery, technology, Education International 
relations, management mathematics, Politics Environment natural resources transport, agriculture, 
finance, labour Energy, and development, among others.  For this reason it not uncommon to have 
more or a combination of the above such as Business economics, Industirial economics, Economics of 
Production, Defence Economics, Health Economics Technological Economics, Economics of 
Education, Managerial Economics Mathematical Economics/Econometrics, International Economics, 
Petroleum Economics Environmental /Resource Economics, Agricultural Economics and 
Development Economics among others (Ntoiden, 2006).  
 In summary Economics is a subject that gives a scientific explanation of how individuals, 
households, organizations, and nations attempts to satisfy their unlimited wants in a world of limited 
resources. It is applicable to virtually all fields of human endeavours—technology, healthcare, 
medical science, international relations, social issues, etc. (Iyoha 1998). The knowledge of how these 
actors attempt to satisfy their needs with available resources and how decisions are made in a world of 
scarcity by the considerations of the benefit and cost of a particular action is the concern of 
economics. 

  
Relevance of Economics to Human Life 

Akpakpan (1999) states that the purpose of economics is to explain the world.  It seeks to 
explain events and activities in the society in order to make them understandable to those who are 
exposed to the discipline.   
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1. Economics has a practical purpose which is to develop in those who study it an approach to 
life which is crucial to success in managing ones affairs, and in managing any form of 
organization including a country.   

2. Economics imparts the principle of optimization which is about using scarce resources for 
maximum result; that is, striving to use resources in order to get the best possible result 
from the undertaking.  Underlying this principle is the idea of thinking marginally; that is, 
the marginal approach to decision-making.   

3. Economics performs instrumental function. Galbraith (1975) posits that in this direction, 
economics serves not the understanding or improvement of the economic system, but the 
goals of those who have power in the system.  This function should be de-emphasized. 

 
Qualities Expected of Good Economics (and Economists)  

Economics and Economists are very important in quickening Nigeria’s development process.  
They constitute veritable weapons with which to fight ignorance, poverty, disease, squalor, bad 
governance, injustice, conflict, as well as other socio-economic problems (Umoh, 2007).  They also 
help in raising enlightened, industrious, socially and politically stable and economically viable 
citizens and societies, thereby producing a prosperous nation.  Economics and economists provide 
high level man power for the public and private sectors of the Nigerian economy as well as the basis 
for the continuous research on socio-political and economic problems of the nation.  Economics and 
Economists are dynamic, keeping trace of global and national socio-political, environmental and 
economic changes and thus have positive implications for capacity building. 

According to Robinson (1970) economics education and Economists, at all level must seek to:  
a) Develop a knowledge and understanding of socio-political and economic dimension of the 

environment in terms of the basic concepts of the discipline; 
b) Develop the capacity to think clearly and as objectively as possible about social, political, 

geospatial and economic problems, drawing conclusions locally from an informed analysis of 
the factual and descriptive materials of the subjects; and  

c) Achieve economic, sociological, political, and geospatial literacy and numeracy of the 
subjects with some precisions and clarity for the purpose of effective communication of ideas 
pertaining thereto.   

 
Umoh (2007) went on to say that borrowing from Dunnings (1980), the essential purpose of 

Economics science or education should be to instill into those studying the subject three essential 
elements namely:  
a) The capacity to understand both in theory and application the principles upon which the society 

and economy works; 
b) A general understanding of the important political, social and economic institutions within 

which the national economy works; and  
c) A capacity to handle, interpret and present statistical evidence on which socio—political 

geospatial and economic decisions are reached.  These are achievable through teaching and 
research.  Formal training equips the recipient of the relevant knowledge with basic skills and 
tools of social, political, geospatial and economic analysis while research provides the leeway 
for the expansion of the frontiers of knowledge of economics, the application of such 
knowledge to the solution of specific problems and the examinations of policy relevance and 
impact of various prescriptions.   
 

The Need for the Innovation of Economics   
There is a close affinity between Economics and the other social sciences, especially political 

science and sociology, with management.  The development of management within the universities in 
Nigeria and elsewhere in Africa is closely linked with middle and high level managerial man-power 
needs of their economies as these countries seek to indigenize or Africanise employment in their 
public and private sectors.  From small beginning in the form of in-service training programmes and 
refresher courses, to improve competence of serving officers in the public services, management-
oriented courses have proliferated and have been integrated into regular degree programmes in 
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faculties of social sciences or constituted into separate autonomous departments in such faculties or in 
separate faculties of management or administration.  

  
No less an important reason for this development is the relevance of the utilization of 

Quantitative Techniques and Systems Analysis to help solve management –related problems of 
efficient and production in various sectors of the national economy.  The trend has been further 
influenced by the proliferation of business and management schools and degree programmes in the 
Western, industrialized countries, most especially in the USA.  The vogue for management courses in 
this respect merely continues the general trend of the replication of academic fads originating in the 
west in African countries.      

 
The reconstruction of economics (and other social sciences) is so important and necessary that 

the council for the Development Economics and Social studies (CODESRIA) in conjunction with 
UNESCO, commissioned a study in 1989 in this respect.  The overall aim was to cover a brief survey 
of the “State of the Art” in Economics (including management and other social sciences) and to 
present the region’s priority needs in those disciplines”, due considerations being given to sub-saharan 
African needs”.   

 
Challenges of Innovations in Economics Education in the Nigerian Educational System 
 Challenges in the Innovation of Economics in the society as a whole and Educational system 
in particular are enormous. Some of these include:   
 
1.  Dynamic Nature of the Societies 

To understand the changing social dynamics of economics life in the Africa, and the ways in 
which economic processes have shaped and been transformed by the ecological, cultural and political 
contexts in which they occur, it would be necessary to go beyond the discipline of economics and 
draw on ideas and insights from other fields such as history, anthropology and political science. The 
consistence of foundational principles has both enabled the development of a highly abstract and 
sophisticated body of theory, and limited economics contributions to understanding the often 
disorganized and ambiguous realities of social life.   

 
2. Political Economy Method 
 Another area in which Africa experiences poses particular challenges but also opportunities for 
innovative scholarly inquiry is that of political economy.  Although the political turbulence, 
widespread poverty and rapid depletion of some natural resources which has affected many parts of 
Africa in recent times have attracted increasing scholarly attention, Africa realities have proved 
stubbornly resistant to economic and political changes which were developed in other historical 
contexts.  

 
 3. Different Academic and Political Agendas 

As a field of scholarly endeavour, some economic theories have been shaped by particular 
academic and political agendas.  During the first half of the this century, much research on African 
societies are sponsored by colonial regimes attempting to strengthen their own control over African 
peoples and resources.  The colonialists often depicted Africa as composed of separate, stable, 
manageably functional societies through which colonial officials hoped to rule.  Ake (1979) once 
described Social Science as imperialism and he wrote his critique very extensively.  
 
4. Varieties of Institutionalization and Impact of Political Climate  

According to a research conducted by Sara Berry in 1993 in Kenya, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, 
Tanzania, and Zimbabwe, there is a vast variation from one country to the other in the 
institutionalization of Economics (and Sociology).  The difference is due among other reasons, to 
differential resource endowment and its impact in budgetary allocations to universities.  The character 
of the institutional framework for teaching and research in the two disciplines is also affected by the 
changing needs and priorities of their governments as they confront problems of political 
development.    
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Prospects of the Innovations in Nigeria Educational System 
 Economics science or education should be structured to meet the specific manpower 

requirements of the various national economics which postulates a shift from a generalist to 
specialized or career–oriented discipline.  This particular trend is clearly evident in Nigeria, 
Kenya, Tanzania and Zimbabwe, in the development of degree programmes in disciplines 
which are derivatives of Economics-Commerce, Finance, Personnel Management, Business 
Administration and Sociology.    
 

 Social sciences and particularly, Economics can and should provide knowledge that is 
relevant and useful for national development planning.  This is one of the reasons for the 
setting up of relevant research institutes in different countries.  For examples, the different 
research institutes in Nigeria earlier mentioned and the National Scientific Research Council 
in Kenya.  But crises in many countries have given rise to the view that the social sciences 
must not only offer their services to the government but also to the masses.  The view then is 
that not necessarily dissociating themselves from government, the social sciences must be an 
integral part of the democratization by placing their knowledge in the service of the masses.  
This may involve criticizing government policies whose thrust may not be compatible with 
mass mobilization and participation in the affairs of the state.   
 

 Mabogunje (1973) maintains that the emphasis on the degree structures in Economics and 
other social sciences, is on diversity and variety.  The emphasis on variety and diversity is 
designed to help open the eyes of the students to the breadth and diversity of the humanities 
and social sciences and make them better able to cope with the multi-faceted problems of our 
society.  
  

 The underlying aim therefore is to make Economics and other social sciences and instruction 
in them relevant to the development needs of the country.  For this reason, the curricular and 
pedagogical thrust of teaching Economics should not be informed by the substantive and 
methodological concerns and pre-occupations of mainstream, Eurocentric social sciences.   
Its mainstream has generally failed to provide an adequate and comprehensive framework for 
analyzing African social formations. It is therefore important to re-examine existing 
dominant paradigms in the teaching of the three disciplines in Africa and to re-design the 
intellectual research agenda.  

 
Because western economics had failed us, when leaders lack workable policies, what they resort 

to is call for more sacrifice on the part of the people.  Nigeria’s dictator for nine years, Ibrahim 
Babangida himself admitted this much in a press interview with the Daily Times in 1992: “Frankly, I 
have kept on asking my economists, why is it that the economy has not collapsed up till now? What is 
it that is keeping it up? 

 
The Nigerian economy has defied all economic theories.  It was the informal sector of the 

economy driven by the propensity to survive that shouldered the burden of development while the 
formal economy controlled by elites, as perpetual economic parasites or “rent seekers” scooped up 
whatever wealth that was created by the informal sector.   
 
Conclusion 

Economics, one of the disciplines in the general group described as social sciences, has many 
facets such as Business Economics, Mathematical Economics, Econometrics/Statistics, Industrial 
/Production Economics, Development Economics, Welfare Economics, Monetary Economics, 
International Economics, and Economics of Education, among others.  The definition and scope 
emphasized at a time depends primarily on the areas of human activity as well as the prevailing socio-
environmental conditions in the society at any time in question.  Economics is generally and 
specifically applicable to almost all aspects of human endeavour.  To make the discipline more 
functional and relevant to the needs of modern society, economics should be re-examined, re-defined 
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and restructured in terms of scope, coverage, content and methodology. It should no longer be taught 
as received doctrine from the West.   
 
Recommendations  

(a) For Economics to help to achieve sustainable development in Nigeria, it must impart the 
knowledge of rural economics, engender solidarity among nations and societies to achieve 
preservation of bio-diversity, connect present and future generations and ensure higher 
quality of life over time 

(b) The discipline should be well taught , studied and mastered because when its principles are 
assimilated and put into practice, can lead to social transformation in terms of economic 
growth, political emancipation, socio-cultural purification, environmental consciousness, 
technological development, agricultural development  and formulation of workable social 
philosophy and ideology.  The list is endless.   

(c) Economics as presently taught in our higher institutions is too traditional.  Its curriculum 
should be constantly revised and enlarged to meet the dynamic nature of the society.  This 
will ensure that all round graduates that could manage modern economic and administrative 
structures are produced.  

(d) Economics must increasingly address the issues of enhancement of national productive 
capacity, poverty reduction, improvement of the position of women, environmental 
protection, resource utilization and conservation as well as community involvement in 
decision –making and the management of population growth.  

(e) Economists should help Nigeria to restructure by means of expert advice by adopting, 
initiating and implementing sound, coherent and consistent policies that help to reduce 
incidences of corruption and indiscipline in order to reap the benefits of globalization. 

(f) There is the need for training and re-training of teachers and researchers in the discipline so 
that they can keep abreast of developments and innovations. This will help to improve their 
teaching and pedagogical skills and to focus on the analysis and discussion of recent trends 
in the discipline.  

(g) Economics must draw inspiration and nourishment from the society, taking cognizance of 
global developments in the field and ultimately contributing to growth, renewal and 
development of the given society.  This implies that economics should be dynamic and 
adapted to societal needs.   

(h) For economics to be sustainable, and contribute to sustainable development, the gap between 
the world of economics learning and the world of work must be bridged.  Sustainable 
development issues in Nigeria must encompass conflict resolution between social groups and 
create a link between social inequality and ecological disequilibrium.  
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