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Abstract 

Youths in Nigeria are pivotal for economic growth and national development. Developing 
countries like Nigerian that desires to develop coupled with cooperation of her citizens 
commit a sizeable proportion of resources to empowering the citizens most especially the 
youths if developmental objectives must be attained. This paper title Refocusing Youth 
Empowerment for Poverty Eradication and National Development examines the conceptual 
meaning of Empowerment. The Nigerian environment, empowerment programmes and 
challenges of youth empowerment programmes in Nigeria. The paper recommended that if 
Nigeria must join the league of developed nations by 2020 as projected by the world bank in 
recent years, it must pursue youth empowerment programmes aggressively, ensure constant 
power supply and human capital development (skill acquisition) while the disempowered 
Nigeria should take responsibility for their own gains by becoming managers of their own 
development     

 
 
 
 Between the 1950’s and early 1960’s economic theory of development was based on having 
the right quality and mixture of saving, investment and foreign aid in other to proceed along an 
economic growth part that historically had been followed by the most developed economics. 
Development was seen having synonymous with economic growth. In the 1970’s two competing 
economic schools of thought with the content of dependence theories replace the linear stages of 
growth model. The first school of thought stressed the internal process of structural change that a 
“Typical” developing country must undergo if it to succeed in generating and sustaining a process of 
rapid economic growth. The second school of thought stressed the external and internal institutional 
and political constraints on economic development. It emphasized the need to put in place major and 
new policies to eradicate poverty to provide more diversified employment opportunities and to reduce 
income inequalities (Egbon, 2009). 
 Empowerment is at the centre of this aforementioned paradigm shift and attempt to 
reconceptualized and development strategies aimed at poverty alleviation. According to UNDP (2015) 
“The 1990’s paradigm shift in development thinking gave use to a frame work that has an in-built 
understanding that development must be woven around people not people around development and it 
should power individual rather than disempowering them. This paper therefore attempts to examine 
the conceptual meaning of empowerment linked to the Nigeria economic environment empowerment 
programmes, and challenges of youth empowerment programmes in Nigeria. 
 
Conceptual Analysis and Classifications  
 Attempts are made to trace the link between the Nigerian economic environment and the 
youth activity on the one hand and empowerment on the other. 
 Empowerment: The new Webster’s dictionary explain that to “empower” implies ‘to give 
power to’ or ‘to enable’ someone. In the view of the BBC dictionary ‘when someone in empowered to 
do something or he or she has the authority or power to do it. Empowerment is linked to concept of 
self help, participation, networking and equity within the context of community development. 
Whereas it’s respectability within the vocabulary of development is not in doubt, its content is yet to 
acquire social agreement (Egbon, 2009). 
 Within an organization, empowerment is viewed as critical in the process of change. This is 
because rather than forcing or pushing people to change, empowerment provides a way of attracting 
them to change since they own the change process. People are empowered the moment they feel an 
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enhancement of their abilities to control, influence or cope with their social economic roles (Conger 
and Kamugo, 2006). 
The motivational dimension of empowerment involves various factors: 
1. People will not be empowered if they do not want to be. They have  to believe in the 
merits and prospects of empowerment. 
2. Empowerment is about creating the condition conducive to effective motivation of performs. 
This implies developing the persons sense of self determination and enhancing his belief in self 
efficacy. 
 Empowerment entails providing the individual with the ability to perform, in terms of having 
the necessary skills and knowledge and giving a fair opportunity to perform (Mogolori (2005); and 
Sprienritzer, (2005). Within the context of the society, the fundamental goal of empowerment is to 
help individual improve the quality of their own lives and share equitably in the benefits of economic 
growth. Empowerment is about helping people realize their creative and productive energies to 
achieve sustainable growth and continuous improvements in their living standards. It involves 
engraining the relevant stakeholders in a given process by applying principles of inclusiveness, 
transparency and accountability. 
 Generally, there are two categories of power holders in any socioeconomic system: 
• The power of wealth or property  
• The power of knowledge (the intellectuals) 
 Particularly in developing countries, the elite appropriate wealth for themselves by 
monopolizing power of the political level and through corruption at the administrative level. There is 
therefore, the need to empower people at the grassroots so as to create enabling conditions for a more 
equitable distribution of wealth and productive assets among citizens. 
 The holder of the power of knowledge are of the view that since both the market and the state 
have failed to provide for the poor and powerless, there is the need for new ideas and new leadership 
from the civil society to find a third alternative to capitalism and socialism. It is therefore clear from 
the aforementioned two views that power is to be given by those who have it to those who do not. 
Given that the powerful are not likely to be willing to give up power easily, the powerless most 
endeavour to empower themselves not likely to be willing to give up power easily, the powerless must 
endeavour to empower themselves, rather than wait for the powerful to empower them. 
 Economic empowerment of citizen implies that disempowered people take responsibility for 
their own material gains on an on-going basis and become managers of their own development. 
Government cannot impose empowerment from above (Egbon, 2009). Government should ensure 
equal access to economic opportunities. It is however up to each citizen to take advantage of them or 
ignore them. The principle objectives of citizen economic empowerment should be expansion of 
income and employment, generating activities for as many people as possible, without sacrificing 
efficiency. 
 Economic empowerment strategies should generally include: 
1. Financial intervention; in order to assist local business activities. 
2. Enterprise development for citizens (increased access to skills business and management 
training and improved production technologies). 
3. Marketing strategies for locally produced goods and services. 
4. Bargaining strategies (for higher wages, better working conditions etc) for citizen employers  
5. Training and education consistent with skill requirements in the  economy.  
 
The Nigeria Economic Environment  
 Nigeria going by the aspiration and huge investment of successive governments should by 
now stimulate effective development. The persistence of the indices of underdevelopment in the 
country has cost a big question mark on the country’s planning and execution techniques usually 
employed by planner. Nigeria is regarded as the “giant of Africa” and it is abundantly blessed with 
natural and human resources, but in the first four decades of its independence, the potentials remained 
largely untapped and even mismanaged (Chukwuemeka, 2010). With a population estimated at about 
140 million, Nigeria is the largest country in Africa and one-sixth of the black population in the 
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world. It is the 8th largest deposit of natural gas in the world (Soludo, 2006). Currently, barely 40% of 
its arable land is under cultivation. With over 100 tertiary institution, producing more than 2000,000 
graduate per annum (Soludo, 2006). Startling as it may be about two-thirds of Nigerian people are 
poor, yet Nigeria is a country with vast potential wealth. Although revenues from crude oil have been 
increasing over the past decades the people of Nigeria have been falling deeper into poverty. In 1980 
an estimated 27% of Nigerians lived in poverty (Chukwumeka, 2010).By 1999, about 70% of the 
population had income of less than $1 a day-and the figure has risen since then (NEEDS, 2005). 
Poverty levels vary across the country, with the highest proportion of people in the northwest and the 
lowest in the southeast. A classical example underscore of the scope of misfortune is to compare 
Nigeria with Indonesia and even Malaysia. By 1972, before Nigeria and Indonesia had the first oil 
boom contents (Soludo, 2006), both countries were comparable in almost all shares; agrarian 
societies, Multi-ethnic and religious societies with comparable size of GDP etc.    
 Both experienced oil boom in 1973 and thereafter, both took differences policy choices. The 
outcomes of the differences in policy regimes are such that today, while manufactures as a 
percentages of total exports is about 40% in Indonesia, it is less than 1% in Nigerian where she was in 
the 1970 it would be recalled even Malaysia that has overtake Nigerian got her first palm seedling 
from Nigeria in the early 1960s, when oil palm produce was already a major export of Nigeria. In the 
1990s, Malalysia export of palm produce earned it more than Nigeria earned from oil export (Suludo, 
2006). 
 Poverty in Nigeria has many causes, all of which reinforce one another. One source of 
poverty is the lack of basic service. Such as clean water, education, and health care. Another is lack of 
asserts, such as land, tools credit and supportive network of friends and family. A third is lack of 
employment income, including food, shelter, clothing and empowerment above all lack of power. 
Some of these factors directly affect poverty while others contribute indirectly by producing  
inequality by stiffing political power of certain sector of the population (CHukwuemeka, 2008). 
 
Youth Empowerment Programmes in Nigeria  
 Beginning with the Harare declaration on the plan of action for youth empowerment in 1995 
through the world youth ministers meeting in Portugal in 1998 to the youth ministers meeting in 
Solomon Island in 2000 (Suleiman, 2006). The relevance of youth in contemporary development has 
received increased recognition in official circles. In Nigeria for example, the national youth 
development policy of 2001 and its accompanying implementation strategy are palpable testimonies 
to the renewed interest in the youth and development process. The democratization process which 
started since 1991 to date has expanded the political space and provided ample opportunity for actors 
within the civil society to make their impact in the political process. The youth has been 
acknowledged as a formidable social force in this process, thus;…youth are the most active segment 
of any society imbued with relentless energy vigor and drive, the youth are the major catalyst for 
development in any given society. As future leaders and key determiners of the peace and stability of 
society, youth are indeed the greatest assets of any nation (Abdullai, 2003). This explains why the 
Nigerian government decided to embarked on such rural development initiatives programmes aimed 
at empowering the youths in the country over the years. 
 Apart from previous government failed efforts which includes operation feed the nation 
(OFN), Green revolution (GR) structural adjustment programme (SAP), Directorate of Food Road and 
Rural Infrastructure (DFRRI), National Directorate of Empowerment (NED) etc it has also come up 
with renews efforts in empowering the youth through poverty alleviation programme (PAP). The 
Obasanjo government in 2004 came up with a comprehensive home-grown poverty reduction strategy 
Nigerian Economic Empowerment Development Strategies (NEEDS). 
 The NEEDS as conceptualized is a medium term strategy (2003-2007), which derives from 
the country’s long-term goals of poverty reduction, wealth creation employment generation and value 
re-orientation. The NEEDS is a national coordinated framework of action in collation with the state 
and local governments and other stakeholder, NEEDS is aimed at all aspects of the peoples socio-
economic life with the aim of reducing poverty are inequality. Despite her great natural wealth, 
Nigeria is still considered poor and social development in limited. Under the NEEDS, reforms are 
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ongoing in the key sectors of the economy with objectives of poverty reduction through various anti-
poverty programmes and policies. 
 
Challenges of Empowerment Programmes in Nigeria  
 Nigeria as a developing country is seriously challenged by poverty. Out of every 10 Nigerians 
7 live on less than $1 a day and the picture is getting bad by the day (Amobi, 2008). On account of 
poverty in Nigeria, poor parents beget poor children, thereby creating a kind of dynasty of the poor. 
Life expectancy is a more 54 years (Chukwuemeka, 2008). Infant mortality is 77 per 100 and 
maternal mortality stand at 704 per 100,000 live birth which is about the highest in the world. Only 
about half the population of Nigeria had access to safe drinking water (40% in rural areas, 60% in 
urban areas). Unemployment and underdevelopment rate is put at 15% of the labour force (Amobi, 
2008). 
 It is frightening that Nigeria with such a dismal outlook as presented above. May not qualify 
immensely to embrace the imperative of the empowerment policies embedded in the million 
development goals (MDGS) (that is, the number one main policy thrust of poverty reduction). There 
is no gain saying that effort made by the successive regimes and administration in Nigeria to stamp 
out poverty failed due to poor implementation and incompatibility of policy goals. For instance Eze 
(2007) conceals that the government of Olusegun Obasanjo adopted the policy of poverty eradication 
and promotion of socio-economic development and at the same time pursued a policy of retrenchment 
of thousands of workers from federal bureaucracy including the armed forces. This goes to show that 
some of the poverty oriented programmes of government like operation feed the nation (OFN); 
national directorate of employment (NDE), national poverty eradication programme (PEP), national 
economic empowerment and development strategy (NEEDS) etc have failed to solve the problem 
empowering the poor in Nigeria because of incompatibility  of goals. 
 Another problem that impedes the actualization of empowerment programmes in Nigeria as 
argued in Chukwuemeka (2008) is the nefarious practices of policies formulators. The policy makers 
in Nigeria formulate policies and programmes with some inbuilt flexibilities to allow them loopholes 
to make inordinate gains. For instance, most empowerment programmes do not get to the people at 
the grassroots where most of the poor people reside. The agents of these policy makers often hijack 
the benefit of such programmes and make returns accordingly to their principals. The power sector is 
not production and thus the enabling environment is not guaranteed for low and medium business to 
thrive. The 17,000mw currently generated by Power Holding Company of Nigeria (PHCN) is grossly 
inadequate as against a minimum of 50,000mw, Government regulatory policies are oftentimes not 
favourable to small-scale-business holders. Such policies include: local government tariffs, business 
permission tariffs, environmental agency tariffs, etc. 
 
Conclusion 
 Nigeria as one of the three countries in the world identified by the World Bank to join the 
league of developed nations by 2020, must harness all available resources most especially it human 
capital through its empowerment programmes now. Various studies over the years has show that a 
sizeable number of Nigerians living to the rural areas are disempowered. 
 
Recommendations  
 Based on the forgoing, the following recommendations are suggested: The government 
should purse policies and programmes that encouraged the growth and development of SMEs. The 
power sector should be repositioned so as to stop or minimize erratic power feature. The down sizing 
and retrenchment policies of government is anti-poverty reduction strategy, since government alone 
can do its all “disempowered Nigerians must take responsibility for their own material gains on 
sustainable basis and become managers of their own development (Egbon, 2009). The government 
should establish new and enhance existing human capital development centres most especially the 
skills acquisitions centres at affordable cost and accessible to her citizen. The government should 
pursue policies that increase access to loans for financing SME by youth who are enterprising. 
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