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Abstract 
Over the last two decades or more, the living standards of Nigerians have continued to 
plummet in the face of government conscious efforts at various levels to alleviate or 
possibly eradicate poverty. In the light of government efforts to eradicate poverty; the fact 
that Nigerians still groan in poverty and that Nigeria is rated amongst the ten poorest nations 
in the world, calls for a rethink in the approach to the solution of problems of rising 
poverty amongst Nigerians. This paper is therefore an attempt at focusing on a seemingly 
neglected aspect in our efforts at eradicating poverty and improving living standard in 
Nigeria. The paper posited that the imperceptibility of government's efforts at 
alleviating poverty can be effectively checked with proper and intensive population 
education campaign. 

Introduction 
The concern expressed over the problem of poverty in the world in general and 

Nigeria in particular is to some extent, indicative of the degree of the problem and also an 
acknowledgement of the fact that poverty is not only an individual problem, but also a social 
and national one, which poses serious threat to the peaceful existence of the society. This is 
because in the long run, as noted by Soyombo (1987), it is not only the poor individuals 
who are directly concerned that suffer from the phenomenon but the whole society. Diverse 
scholars and study, agreed that a considerable proportion of the deviant behaviour in the 
society such as crime, immorality, divorce, alcoholism, delinquency and ever increasing 
rate of destitutes in our cities has often been attributed to poverty. There is however, a 
general belief that the eradication of poverty in the society will ameliorate the incidence 
and seventy of the social ills. 

It is for this reason that all efforts must be directed at finding practical solution to the 
problem of rising poverty which in the opinion of this writer lies in Population Education. 
This is not to underrate past efforts of government through various programmes and 
projects at alleviating poverty but rather, it is to redirect and refocus our attention and 
that of government in particular to an important aspect of the problem which has often 
been overlooked or underrated largely perhaps because of the desire to provide quick and 
seemingly easy solutions to the problem of poverty. While the writer is not unaware of 
government campaign against rapid population growth via the population family life 
education programmes of NERDC and UNICEF, for sustainable development he is 
however not aware of any government effort or programmes at sustaining the campaign. As 
Soyombo (1987) concludes "for effective social welfare and economic policies aimed at 
eradication poverty, all aspects of the problem must be considered, if efforts are not to end 
in fiasco". Merely focusing on economic/structural aspects of the problem as exemplified 
by the objectives of the various poverty alleviation strategies by the Nigerian government 
cannot provide adequate and lasting solutions because some personal attributes of the poor 
themselves help to aggravate poverty level. Unless this behavioural attribute that has 
contributed to rapid population growth, is solved, the economic and structural solutions 
will be meaningless. Population education will correct this personal attribute to poverty 
problem by helping the poor and all and sundry to make rational decisions on issues that 
concern their household size or family size and quality of life. It is the conviction of this 
writer that policies and programmes at alleviating poverty can be effective only 
when they are based on firm realistic ground to the extent that causation should 
guide our prescription of remedies. 

The Concept of Population Education 
The concept of population education came to the fore after a landmark workshop 



on Population and Family Life Education was sponsored by UNESCO in Bangkok in 
September-October 1970 (UNESCO, 1982). It was at this workshop that educators from 
13 member states in Asia became convinced that population education is a germane 
intervention factor in solving their population problem, (Barnabas, 1988). However, since 
the last two decades, Barnabas (1988) noted that population education has gone beyond a 
situation where only few countries had any type of consolidated effort to include 
population education in their school curricula to the current situation where over one 
hundred countries have it now at their formal and non-formal educational systems. 

Be that as it may it suffices to note that the differing nature of population education 
content among countries has made it difficult to have a generally acceptable definition of 
the concept. According to the "Report of 1970 Bangkok Workshop on Population and 
Family Life Education" organized by the UNESCO Regional Office for Education in Asia, 
population education is "an educational programme which provides for a study of the 
population situation in the family, community, nation and the world with the purpose of 
developing in the student rational and responsible attitude and behaviour toward that 
situation" (UNESCO, 1971). 

On his part Viederman (1971) defined population education as the educational 
process whereby individuals learni 
i.     The causes and most importantly the consequences of population phenomena on 
themselves 

their communities and the environment; and 
 ii.   The possible effective means by which the society as a whole and they as 
individuals can 
respond to and influence these phenomena in order to enhance the quality of life now and 
in 
the future. 

Similarly, Wayland (1971) described it as "an educational response, which involves 
both cognition and values. The cognitive problem is the development of at least a minimum 
level of understanding of the causes of population growth and the consequences of such 
growth for the individual, his community, his nation and his world. The value problem is the 
provision of experience, which will help the individual to formulate his own attitudes with 
awareness of the cumulative consequences for the society of his own behaviour. 

UNESCO, Dakar (1985) has a rather general definition of population education as 
"an educational programme (formal and non-formal) designed to create awareness and 
understanding of population issues directly related to social, economic and cultural 
development of the individual, the informed decision-making on population matter in order 
to contribute more effectively towards the cultural welfare of the individual, the family and 
the nation". 

In the Nigerian context, population education programmes and the Nigerian 
Educational Research and Development Council (NERDC) consider population 
education as "an educational process which provides for an articulated and practical study 
of the population situation in the family, the community, the nation and the world with the 
aim of developing in the individuals a more rational attitude and responsible behaviour 
towards improving the quality of their life now and in the future. 

The Concept of Poverty 
Perhaps the only consensus among scholars on the definition and measurement of 

"poverty" is that the phenomenon is very difficult and very elusive both to define and 
measure (Soyombo, 1987). However, Soyombo (1987) observed that although all are 
familiar with the word and use it very frequently, the familiarity and frequency of usage has 
not eliminated the problem of definition, because more often than not it means different 
things to different people. For instance, while the economist thinks of poverty in general 
terms, the sociologist and psychologist think of it in relative or comparative terms. 

Jhingan 1985 opined that poverty in less developed countries is abysmal. It is not an 
economic abstraction, it is a human condition. It is despair, grief and pain. It is the despair 



of a father with a family of seven in a poor country when he joins the swelling ranks of 
unemployed with no prospects of unemployment compensation. Poverty is the longing of 
a young boy playing outside a village school but unable to enter because his parents lack 
money to buy textbooks. Poverty is the grief of parents watching their babies die of routine 
childhood disease because they cannot afford medical care (Jhingan, 1985). And according 
to Aboyode (i982), poverty "is not only an expression of life situation; but a state of 
mind and perception of self in the complex web of social relations". Economic Policy 
Watch sees poverty as a multifaceted concept which manifests itself in different forms 
depending on the nature and extent of deprivation". In absolute terms poverty refers to 
insufficient or the total lack of basic necessities like food, housing and medical care. It also 
includes the inadequacy of education and environmental services, consumer goods, 
recreational opportunities, neighbourhood amenities and transport facilities. And in 
relative terms, people are poverty stricken when their homes fall tangentially below the 
community average. By implication, such people cannot have what the larger society regard 
as the minimum necessity for decency. Within this framework poverty has been identified 
to have relative phenomenon and such as the poor can be classified as follows:- 
i.    Individuals and households lacking access to basic services, political contacts and 
other forms 
of support. 
Households whose nutritional needs are not being met adequately. 
Ethnic minorities who are marginalized, deprived and persecuted economically, 
socially, 
morally and politically; and 

Individuals and households below the poverty line, whose income are 
insufficient to provide 

for their basic needs. 

Latif (2001) opined that the semantics of poverty has brought about the 
classification of poverty, one of which is the bureaucratic type, which divided poverty into 
three categories, namely: Low income population poverty which exists among the low 
income people who are not skilled in their chosen profession. The other is absolute 
poverty, which exists among the people, who for reasons of fate have chosen to be the 
dregs of the society. The third classification according to him is the relative poverty. Here 
the affected people are skilled and could maneuver but, because no matter the position of 
man, he will still be in want as such, the relativity of poverty manifests itself. Kwakere 
(2003) in line with the academic school of thought classified poverty into the structural, 
exclusive, the marginalized and exploitative types of poverty. 

The structural poverty according to him is a state policy that is carried out against the 
people of the state for purposes of creating a class system. It is a situation where poverty 
is technically entrenched in the state policy. Exclusive poverty is another facet of 
capital accumulation. Marginalization poverty is a process or tool used by the state to 
deprive a section its due and value at the expense of others. While the exploitative poverty 
is a situation where people are dis-empowered. In this regard, one could say that the 
non-availability of free and qualitative education in our system is an indication of 
structural/exploitative poverty, and same for the irregular supply of electricity and other 
social amenities that are often grossly inadequate even when provided. 

Incidence of Rising Poverty in Nigeria 
A careful study of the Nigerian economy and communities, as well as the general 

welfare of Nigerians will reveal that poverty is widespread and getting worse. Equally, 
an analysis and presentation of findings on the statistical analysis of 1996/97 National 
Consumer Survey (N.C.S) with reference to 1980, 1985 and 1992 speaks volume about the 
poverty profile in Nigeria. According to the survey, the incidence of poverty increased 
sharply both between 1980 and 1985 and between 1992 and 1996. The figures were 27.2%, 

IV. 



46.23%, 42.7% and 65.6%respectively (Table 1 below). 

Trends in Poverty Level 1980-96 (%) 
Y Poverty Estimated Total Population in 
1 28,1 65 17.7 
1 46.3 75 34.7 
1 42.7 91.5 39.2 
1 65.6 102.3 67.1 
Source: NCS 1980, 85,92,96. 

In the same vein, the survey revealed that rural poverty increased by 29.3%, 51.4% 
and 69.8% in 1980, 1985 and 1996 respectively. Similarly urban poverty rose from 17.6% 
in 1980, 37.8% in 1985 to 55.2% in 1996. The survey also revealed an increasing 
poverty across state level. For instance in 1980, of the 19 states that made-up the federation 
then, no state reported more than half of her population in poverty; by 1992 only three states 
were left in the group. The report went further to note that by 1996, every state except one 
moved into the group of more than half of the population in poverty. Of particular interest is 
the revelation from the survey that establishes a relationship between poverty and 
household size. As shown in Table 2 below, poverty consistently increased with 
household size. 

Table 2: Poverty (in % ) by Size of Household 
Size of 
Househol

Poverty Headcount 
1 1 1 1

1 0 0 2 1
2-4 8 1 1 5
5-9 3 4 4 7
19-20 5 6 6 8
20+ 8 9 9 9
All 2 4 4 6
Source: NCS 80, 85,92,96. 

Households with less than 5 members showed incidence of poverty below national average. 
When households size increased to between 5 and 9, the survey revealed that the incidence 
of poverty increased to slightly above national level. With more than 20members, the 
household was almost certain to be in poverty especially since the last two decades. It is 
instructive to note by extension as revealed by the survey that there is a positive 
correlation between population growth and rising poverty in Nigeria. This forms the 
basis of this paper. 

Previous Attempts at Alleviating Poverty in Nigeria 
Although poverty alleviation has not always been indicated as the main focus of the 

country's development planning and management policies, government has on different 
occasions taken calculated steps to address the problem. This can be deduced from the 3rd 
National Development Plan. which virtually focused on economic growth and indirectly 
dealt with poverty reduction. As a result of the global phenomenal trend of poverty, which 
has been acclaimed to threaten the survival of mankind, the Nigerian government in 
various ways has followed the initiatives of the United Nations in eradicating poverty. 
The United Nations declared 1996 as the International Year for the Eradication of 
Poverty Worldwide. In the same vein, the years (1996-2006) have been declared the 
United Nations "Decade for the Eradication of Poverty". 

In conjunction with the objectives of these declarations, fresh initiatives by 
government and other bodies have been taken to alleviate poverty in the country. In 
Nigeria, Economic Policy Watch (2001) noted that the "main thrust of poverty alleviation 



strategy is to create only the economic opportunity in various forms and empowering the 
poor through education and financial resources". To achieve this main thrust of poverty 
alleviation, the Federal Government of Nigeria has in the past introduced several 
programmes aimed at improving the quality of life of Nigerians with a view to checking 
rising poverty. 

In the first instance, realizing that poverty is more prevalent in the rural areas, 
successive governments have geared their efforts towards creating more economic 
opportunities for the poor in the rural areas. To this end, the People's Bank, (he Community 
Banks and the Family Economic Advancement Programme (FEAP) were established at 
various times to provide credit facilities to the poor. Similarly, Operation Feed the Nation 
(O.F.N), the Directorate of Foods, Roads, and Rural Infrastructure (DFRRI), the Better 
Life/Family Support Programmes (BLP/FSP) and the National Directorate of Employment 
(NDE) were other programmes initiated to check the decline in social service delivery with 
a view to uplifting the quality of life of poor Nigerians. Since the 1990s other palliative 
measures introduced include the Petroleum Trust Fund (P.T.F), the Mass Transit 
Programme, Poverty Alleviation Programme (PAP), Youth Employment Scheme (YES) 
etc. 

The programmes and projects as observed by Economic Policy Watch (2001) have 
been initiated as means of lifting the poor out of poverty and the same time contribute to the 
growth and development of Nigeria's economy. For example, the F.S.P, N.D.E., B.L.P 
etc were meant for improving skills and training for increased income generation, 
improving health status; reducing population through family planning, improving 
nutrition through better accessibility to food; extending immunization outreach for 
enhanced welfare of the poor, especially women, the aged, children, the disabled and the 
widows etc. 

In addition, other programmes such as DFFRI were meant to assist in the opening 
up of rural areas where the bulk of the Nigerian poor resides; through the provision of basic 
infrastructure such as roads, electricity, water with the sole objective of stimulating rural 
economic activities and check rural-urban migration. 

Having made a brief review of past government efforts at alleviating poverty in Nigeria, 
one cannot but ponder on why poverty seems to be on the increase amongst Nigerians. Only 
recently, the World Bank rated Nigeria as one of the ten poorest countries in the world. The 
Nigerian situation is like a paradox that the more government attempts to alleviate poverty, 
the more poverty is on the increase. Consequently, if in light of government efforts at 
eradicating poverty for over two decades now, and poverty is still in the increase in Nigeria, 
it behoves all reasoning to therefore have a rethink on the efforts and approach towards the 
struggle of eradicating poverty. This paper is in the main meant to bring to fore an 
alternative - '"a man-centred" strategy to poverty eradication which population education 
offers. 

 

Population Education as a Vehicle for Poverty Eradication 
As defined in the Nigerian context, population education is "an educational process 

which provides for an articulated and practical study of the population situation in the 
family, the community, the nation and the world, with the aim of developing in the 
individuals a more rationale attitude and responsible behaviour towards improving the 
quality of their lives now and in the future". Similarly De La Cruz (1985) highlighting the 
attitudes of population education noted the following: (i.) It is an educational programme 
designed to make learners understand the inter-relationship 

between population change/situation, development, and aspects of quality of human 
life, (n.) It is value laden, hence more open to the use of value clarification approach to 
learning, i.e. to 
pose realistic alternatives, and to enable learners to make sound decisions for action 
about population issues. 



From the foregoing, there is no doubt that an intensive population education 
campaign will acquaint Nigerians, especially the poor on the issues of population problems 
as it affects the family, community and nation now and in future and also equip them with 
the knowledge to make rational decisions concerning their poverty state. Population 
education has the potential of addressing the most fundamental causes of poverty in Nigeria 
by exposing the poor to better perception and understanding on how to achieve better quality 
of life now and in future. It must be noted that past strategies by government to address 
poverty failed to achieve their objectives because only the economic and structural aspects 
to poverty eradication was focused on. 

Some practical examples during the inception of the 2"d Republic of Nigeria in 
1979 will vindicate this position. It will be recalled that during this period some states 
governed by the United Party of Nigeria (UPN) operated free education and free medical 
care with a view to improving the level of literacy and make more Nigerians gain access to 
medical care. The paradox of it was that, resulting from the behavioural or attitudinal 
attributes of Nigerian poor which borders on their ignorance of population problems facing 
Nigeria rather took the opportunity offered by government to increase their family size, 
positing that they were now "government properties". They were not immediately 
concerned with how to feed, cloth, and accommodate them. The result is that after the 
collapse of free education and free medical care, and the general inflationary trend in Nigeria, 
mosf of these families are now groaning under the burden of caring for large family, 
consequently resulting to rising poverty. Similarly in the era of Operation Feed the Nation 
(OFN) the federal government's effort at alleviating poverty before the inception of the 
second republic, farmers who were beneficiaries of agric loans meant for improving 
farming activities rather took more wives and had more children. It is obvious that these 
actions of the poor or the rich are borne out of the cultural value attached to large family size 
without recourse to the problems associated with it now or in future. This population 
education is meant to correct. 

Similarly the recent poverty alleviation strategies have failed to achieve their objectives 
because among others, focused only on creating economic opportunities without 
addressing the attitudinal aspects of the problem. For instance the Community Bank 
Project, the People's Bank, the NDE Scheme, the FSP/BLP, etc were seen by some 
Nigerians as schemes designed to feather the nest of some party or government loyalists. 
Equally too, some privileged beneficiaries saw it as their share of the "national cake" to be 
squandered. While the rural beneficiaries whose economic state actually improved by 
virtue of these programmes had to match it with either new wives or more children 
without considering their future welfare. There is no doubt therefore that a man who is 
given assistance to get out of economic doldrums, but decides ignorantly to sink himself 
the more into it needs education; and that education is Population Education, for more 
rational attitude and responsible behaviour towards improving the quality of his life. 

Recommendations 
For population education to achieve the desire result as a vehicle for checking rising 

poverty 
      in Nigeria, the following is recommended for the present and successive government 
at various levels. 
   i.    That population and family life education campaign should be resuscitated, 
reinvigorated and 

sustained throughout the nooks and crannies 
   ii.   That population education be introduced as a subject of its own in our 
secondary school 

system and not embedded in some core subject as is the case presently, 
  iii. In recognition of the gravity of the problem of rising poverty, a population 
education 
commission or directorate be established to handle all activities concerning 
population 



education for effective result,  
 iv.  That corporate organizations and multinational companies be made to sponsor 
inter - 
educational population education related programmes on national/state  radio and 
television 
stations. 

Conclusion 
This paper focused on population education as a means of checking the rising level of 

poverty in Nigeria. The paper discussed various concepts of poverty and reviewed 
various attempts by government to alleviate poverty without tangible result. It was also 
discovered that past attempts to alleviate poverty failed because the fundamental cause of 
poverty is yet to be addressed. And population education is advocated to bridge this gap in 
the struggle to alleviate poverty in Nigeria. 
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