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Abstract 

Nigeria doubles as the giant of Africa and the most populous country 
in Africa. Fifty seven years after independence, economic development 
indicators shows that development in Nigeria is still a far cry. The 
paper opines that higher education have the greatest potential to 
stimulate economic development through research. It is the view of the 
paper that higher institutions can pioneer development through: clear 
cut economic development based research; ensuring that every staff is 
trained in research skills; providing basic research infrastructure; 
creating conducive research environment; ensuring that researches 
are linked to economic activities and the needs of industries and 
cooperate establishments. The paper suggested among others that the 
National Universities Commission (NUC) should as a matter of 
urgency consider research outputs of tertiary institutions as a major 
basis for the accreditation of any academic programme. 
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 Nigeria is among the countries of the world that is classified as less developed 
country (LDC) by the United Nations (UNESCO 2000). She is also declared one of the 
poorest among the poor countries of the world by the United Nations. This is 
irrespective of the fact that she is endowed with rich mineral and agricultural resources. 
The yardstick for such classification is based on the fact that Nigeria and other 
countries so classified share common characteristics in terms of underdevelopment 
indicators such as low level of living; low level of productivity; high level of 
unemployment, high level of population growth, external dependence on finished 
product; high degree of dependence on extractive products as export commodity 
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(Adiele, Obasi & Ohia, 2017). Nigeria’s underdevelopment status clearly manifest both 
quantitatively and qualitatively in the areas of poor health, inadequate housing, low 
literacy level, high infant mortality, abject poverty, low per capital income, low 
industrial development and low life expectancy among several others. 
 In the area of education, apart from low literacy level, the type of education 
provided in Nigeria has remained debatable as to the extent to which it is relevant to the 
people’s developmental needs and existential conditions. Since independence, Nigeria’s 
economy has been driven by primary products such as Agriculture and mineral oil. The 
economic and political implication of this is that the Nigerian economy is perpetually 
dependent on foreign economies for finished products which renders the country 
extremely vulnerable to the vagaries of big power politics.  
 Fifty seven years after independence, Nigeria still depends on foreign 
economies for innumerable consumer goods and investment capitals which includes 
technology, spare parts etc. this has even resulted in unselective and uncritically 
acceptance of foreign values and lifestyles. 
 One major area that can be used to reverse this ugly trend and turn around the 
Nigerian economy is through sustainable research in higher education. Higher 
education have the greatest potential to stimulate economic development through 
research  activities. Report from Newswatch times magazine (2015) reveals that in 
developed countries, both private companies and government establishments depend on 
higher institutions for survival. According  to the report, Universities such as Cornell, 
Michigan, Yale, Oxford and Harvard make huge money and aid economic development 
of their countries through research and development (R&D). Higher institutions in 
Nigeria should principally serve as places to develop knowledge and impact such 
knowledge for development in the various sectors such as health, agriculture, 
technology, engineering etc. 
 
Defining Economic Development 
 The term economic development has attracted a lot of scholarly definitions. 
Salmon Valley Business & Innovation Centre (2017) defined economic development as 
the development of economic wealth of countries, regions or communities for the well-
being of their inhabitants. They see economic development as effort that seeks to 
improve the economic well-being and quality of life of a community by creating and or 
retaining jobs and supporting or growing incomes and the tax base. 
The Business Dictionary (retrieved from www.businessdictionary.com) defined 
economic development as progress in an economy, or the qualitative measures in 
adopting new technologies, transition from agricultural-base to industry base economy 
and general improvement in living standard. The Business Dictionary went further to 
explain that development becomes sustainable when it is able to meet the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generation to meet their own needs. 
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Economic development encompasses three broad areas as identified by Salmon Valley 
Business & Innovation Centre (2017) which  include: 
1. Policies that government undertake to meet broad economic objectives such as 
price stability, high employment, expanded tax base and sustainable growth. Such 
efforts include both monetary and fiscal policies, regulation of financial institutions 
trade and tax policies. 
2. Policies and programmes to provide infrastructure and services as 
transportation, affordable housing, crime prevention, medical care and education 
programmes and projects. 
3. Policies and programmes explicitly directed at job creation and retention 
through specific efforts in business finance, marketing small business start-up and 
development, business retention and expansion, technological development, workforce 
training and real estate development. 
  The above clarifications and definitions all point to the fact that 
economic development is concerned with the general improvement in man’s living 
condition, a process by which reasonable change of tolerable level of living can be 
brought to the ordinary citizens of a country. It encompasses improvements recorded by 
a country in achieving high literacy level, high life expectancy, reduction of 
unemployment, poverty level and mortality rate. 
 
State of the Art of Research in Higher Education and Nigeria’s Economic 
Development So Far 
 The term ‘Higher Education’ as used in this study connotes all organized 
learning and training activities at the tertiary education level. The Federal Republic of 
Nigeria (2013) defined Higher education as the education given after secondary 
education in universities, Colleges of Education, Polytechnics, Monotechnics including 
those institutions offering correspondence courses. Obanya (2004) further described 
higher education as any situation in which mature persons are organized for building up 
on their knowledge and skills to apply knowledge to the analysis and search for 
solutions to life problems. In specific terms, higher education includes all conventional 
universities (those with the conventional Arts, Humanities, Social Science and Science 
Faculties), as well as Agriculture, Education, Engineering, Technology and Medicine. 
It further includes institutions such as the Polytechnics, Colleges of Education and all 
forms of professional institutions such as the military, the police, nursing, forestry, 
vertenary, technicians, catering services, tourism, secretarial services etc. 
 Over the years, higher institutions in Nigeria have not been able to achieve the 
desired results in terms of meeting the mandate of contributing to national development 
through high level relevant manpower training and in meeting up with knowledge 
generation through research, knowledge transfer and applications through teaching. The 
reasons for this are quite obvious. The orientations in establishing them was based on 
the warped idea that education is free and a social service and therefore should be the 
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obligation of government to fund, and provide qualitative education up to the 
University level (FRN, 2013). It is for this reason that public tertiary institutions in 
Nigeria solely depend on government as a major source of fund for running cost and, 
cannot unilaterally increase fees. The aftermath of the dependence on government is 
that when government income base deteriorates, tertiary institution face serious 
problem in funding. This has been the bane of tertiary institutions in Nigeria and a 
major reason why Nigerian universities are among the poorly ranked around the world 
in terms of research output. 
 Decades after independence, economic development is still a far cry in Nigeria. 
The focus of succeeding governments has been on how to attract Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI) into the country. There has not been any concrete efforts at directing 
tertiary institutions towards researches aimed at economic development. No Higher 
institutions of any type (polytechnic, conventional Universities or Universities of 
technology whether private or public) has been involved in any form of research aimed 
at  demosticating and recontextualising education to link it more closely with Nigeria’s 
development needs (Obanya 2014). It has equally been difficult for any Nigerian 
university to access the manpower needs in the various sectors of the Nigerian 
economy and channel the training of manpower to meet those needs. The practice has 
rather been to develop programmes that are not viable to the economy but serve to 
assuage the yearnings of millions of youths that want to enter the universities for 
certification purposes other than for any realistic plan to meet labour demands of the 
economy. Academic programmes such as B.A History and International studies, B.Sc 
Mass Communication, B.Sc Physics, B.Sc. Sociology and the likes are rather 
consumption education and may not have high returns on investment to the economy. 
 It is for the reason of the failure of Nigerian Universities to address 
development needs through research activities that decades after independence our 
trade relations simply reflect the line of established British and Western standards; they 
built our industries especially in the oil and gas sectors. This gave rise to the dominance 
of the oil and gas sector by foreign companies such as Total, EIF, Chevron, Shell, 
Mobil and MRS (former Texaco). They also established merchandise companies such 
as UTC, John Halt, UAC and Unilever (Former Liver Brothers) to sell finished 
products shipped back to Nigerian market. 
 Recently, the Asians have tried to put their acts together and there is a 
Paradigm shift from western dominance. T he last few decades have been aptly tagged 
the decades of the Asians in the Nigerian investment hub (Newswatch Times 
Magazine, September, 2015). All the tangible and intangible sectors of the Nigerian 
economy have been suststntially taken over by Chinese, Japan, Indians, Koreans and 
other Asian countries (Popularly called Asian Tigers). From manufacturing to the least 
of business such as trading in consumables, the Asians are everywhere in the country’s 
business environment. The food industry is not left out, as minute as restaurant and 
bakery business are run by Chinese business men. 
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 Very interesting to note that Nigeria being the 5th largest consumer of Japanese 
products in the world (Newswatch Time Magazine, 2015), do not have an Assembly 
plant for Toyota, do not have assemb;y plant for Hyundai, Honda etc. Despite the fast 
growth of broadcasting and ICT in Nigeria, she does not have assembly plant for any of 
the producers of all electronic appliances such as Samsung, Sony, Nokia, HP, Techno, 
Gionee, etc. Major software development contracts are warehoused from offshore. 
Corporate executives and politicians give more preferences to foreign training, foreign 
medical services, foreign food items and foreign dress. With the growth in aviation, 
aircraft maintenance are done offshore. Fishing companies are taken over by Indians. 
Nigeria has Universities and Polytechnics, but we do not have faith in our education. 
We have engineers, but our roads and railways are not made by them but by the 
Chinese engineers. We have doctors, but when we are sick we rush to London. We 
have no faith in our doctors. We run an education system that is “free of Knowledge”.  
 It is the position of this paper that tertiary institutions in Nigeria can be 
repositioned to refocus their training towards what Obanya (2004) described as 
educating for the knowledge economy 
 
Refocusing Research in Higher Education in Nigeria Towards Economic 
Development 

Universities in the developed countries are known to propel development 
through their research activities. In developed countries, both private and government 
institutions depend on Universities research to continue  in business. Published report 
from the Newswatch Times Magazine (2015) revealed that Universities like Cornell. 
Michigan, Yale, Oxford, Harvard etc make huge money through endowments, 
investments and research and development (R&D). 
 Historical evidence have shown that companies fold and die and become 
extinct but Universities never die or go under. Universities exist for life because they 
are knowledge driven. Most Universities in the United Kingdom and indeed other parts 
of the world have lasted for over 300 years. They are able to last that long because they 
uncover knowledge. a popular Bible portion says my people perish because of lack of 
knowledge. 
 One reason nations plan their education lies in the role of education in 
increasing and in accelerating development and economic growth. Higher education in 
Nigeria must take up this challenge. The first step in this direction will be for planning 
agencies such as NUC to get the management of higher institutions to have a clear cut 
development oriented research agenda based on economic needs as of the country. In 
this regards, every higher institutions should be able to access its major research task in 
their specific areas of mandate and carry out a survey of the development gaps in its 
area of jurisdiction. 
The second step will be to ensure that research skills of academic staff are enhanced 
through training. Staff in all units and departments should be exposed to basic skills in 
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conducting research. Adiele (2012) had observed that it is because of the obvious lack 
of or inadequate skill personnel in research that must times foreign experts are 
contracted to conduct researches in Nigeria. A popular advert says “If it is not Panadol, 
it cannot be Panadol”. It can only take indigenous researchers to domesticate our 
research activities and link them to our peculiar development needs.  
 The third step in refocusing higher education towards research for economic 
development will be the provision of basic research infrastructure in tertiary 
institutions. The quality of research output is simply a reflection of the quality of the 
research tools – libraries, laboratories, equipment, internet facilities etc. (Adiele, 2016). 
There is a serious need to ensure that appropriate research tools are regularly available 
for research purposes. The problem which most researchers face in tertiary institutions 
is basically that of poor research environment. 
 The forth step will be to ensure that the research activities of the various 
institutions are directly linked to economic activities to make it development oriented. 
The basic research questions should bother on: What are the country’s research needs 
in the areas of agriculture, engineering, education, medicine, etc? Research activities 
should be tailored towards the areas of need to make such effort yield better result in 
terms of addressing specific development challenges. If an institution through its 
research activity can be able to record a breakthrough in one product that can be mass 
produced for export, then, that will be a landmark achievement. For example, the 
Facebook as a software was develop by a team of Harvard University students led by 
Mark Zuckerberg in 2004, the twitter, a social media platform which is popular among 
people all over the world was opened in march 2006 by Jack Dorsey, Biz stone, Noah 
Glass and Evan William in san Francisco California, United States of America. The 
whatsapp was developed in 2009 by Brian Acton and Jan Koun, all ex-yahoo 
employees (Nkenchor, 2017). All these are breakthroughs recorded through institutions 
research and are money yielding to the individuals that developed the software and to 
the originating institutions and country. 
 The fifth Step will be to encourage collaborative research among tertiary 
institutions of similar mandate. This will hasten and make research outcome to be more 
rewarding and help create synergy among institutions. 
 The sixth step will be to make research to be industry based. Research efforts 
in tertiary institutions should be directed at addressing the demands of the labour 
market. This has the advantage of marketing knowledge to the industries as well as 
raising the revenue base of the institutions. When this is achieved, there won’t be need 
to hire and recruit expatriates or technical experts from china, Japan or India or travel to 
those countries for services that can be offered here. 
 In all, tertiary institutions must seek to improve on existing research outcomes 
through further research. Research evidence in the area of medicine have shown that 
medical breakthroughs were the direct result of further researches on existing 
knowledge which over time became obsolete. It was through such research efforts that 
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scientists were able to develop vacines for the cure of small pox, medicine for disease 
control and preventions, antibiotic for infections, anesthetics to kill pain among several 
others (Woods & Woods, 2006). 
 
Conclusion 
 Tertiary institutions all over the world are knowledge driven. In search of 
knowledge, they have been able to make advances in science and technology. All such 
advances were made possible through researches. Research outcomes have provided 
the variety of information needed in the world of work and learning, have helped to 
improve practice in medicine, engineering, communication and in diverse areas of 
human existence and needs. Research findings have been the major source of 
developing new ideas, skills and methods of performing tasks and solving problems 
more effectively. These are the major task confronting tertiary institutions in Nigeria in 
pulling the country out of the woods and place her on the fast lane of development, just 
as the Asian countries have done and are now favourably competing with the western 
economies. 
 
Recommendations 
The following suggestions were made by the paper 
1. Tertiary institutions planning agencies such as NUC should consider research 
output of tertiary institutions as major basis for accreditation. Institutions that are not 
research oriented and cannot be reckoned with in terms of research output should be 
sanctioned 
2. New academic Programmes for accreditation must be economic oriented and 
should seek to address manpower challenge in a given sector of the economy. 
3. Products that can be developed by tertiary institutions in Nigeria should be 
banned from being imported into the country to encourage local efforts. 
4. Researchers should be encouraged by making funds available for research and 
development (R & D) and all such funds should be easily accessed by lecturers 
5. Environment conducive for research activities must be created by every tertiary 
institutions and research allowances provided as a condition of service for lecturers. 
6. Research outcome should be made public and advertised to popularize such 
product. This will inadvertently create job opportunities for marketer of such products. 
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