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Abstract  

 

This paper takes a critical and inclusive look at issues of pervasive corruption that has ravaged much 

the development of Nigeria. The paper also analyses how corruption has metamorphosed to become 

the major problem bedeviling Nigeria’s political, economic and social progress. Using descriptive 

research from library instruments, findings show that, Pervasive corruption is the abuse of authority 

which penetrate and adversely affect the entire social structures of a state consisting of political, 

economic and socio-cultural systems of Nigeria, which involves the abuse of power, looting of public 

treasury, adulteration of development plans and projects, violation of standards, indiscipline and 

immorality among others. The paper concludes that for Nigeria to combat pervasive corruption to a 

minimal or zero level and achieves meaningful development a multidimensional approaches or 

measures must be adopted in tackling the menace in the country, which may include political, 

economic and socio-cultural measures. The paper recommends absolute checks and balances in 

governance; accountability and transparency; respect for rule of law and due process in governance 

among other things. 
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Introduction  

Nigeria like most countries in Africa and third world in general has for long been grappling with the challenges of 

overcoming a serious and worsening crisis of development. It is axiomatic to argue that what makes the country’s 

case more worrisome and even intriguing is its level of underdevelopment despite the availability of both human and 
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natural resources. Nigeria’s underdevelopment is always associated with pervasive corruption in the country which 

has been a source of concern. The ambiance of pervasiveness in corrupt practices is adversely manifested in both 

super and sub-structures of the country. Since independence in 1960 to date, pervasive corruption has exacerbated the 

degeneration of the political, economic and socio-cultural developments of Nigeria.  

The trend of corruption has without doubt affected Nigeria’s growth and continued to undermine the process of 

national prosperity largely because no nation can achieve sustainable development with such high degree of corrupt 

practices. As rightly noted by Mato (2011), Nigeria’s underdevelopment is an outcome of a long period of 

mismanagement of its revenue and resources through monumental acts of corruption. This as he noted has resulted in 

economic instability and disarticulation of internal economy, debt overhang, civil strife, political instability, poverty, 

illiteracy, insecurity. These deplorable conditions are antithetical to national development. In Nigeria, corruption has 

disarticulated internal economy and articulated the internal resources into the world capitalist nations through looting 

of public funds and illegal diversion of public funds and money to foreign accounts.  

It is also pertinent to note that, World Bank has estimated that as a result of pandemic corruption in Nigeria 80% of 

energy revenues benefit only 1% of the population. How do you expect development in a country where public funds 

and resources are illegally converted into private or personal property leaving little or nothing for the collective 

wellbeing of over 180 million populations? The funds allocated for the welfare and wellbeing of Nigerians disappear 

without accountability. Nigeria losses substantial amount of money in corruption which could have been used for 

accelerated economic growth and development. The thrust of this paper therefore, is to expose the adverse effects of 

pervasive corruption on development in Nigeria.   

 

Conceptual Clarification: Corruption and Development 

It is pertinent to describe the concept of development prior to dealing with the concept of corruption. Like many 

social science concepts, the concept of development has no universally accepted definition, but has received divergent 

interpretations. For Mato (2013, p. 60) development involves structural transformation of all sectors and aspects of a 

society, where on the contrary, corruption undermines the process of structural transformation and harness of people’s 

potential. According to Rodney (1990, p. 9), development implies increased skills and capacity, greater freedom, 

creativity, self-discipline, responsibility and material wellbeing. Corruption undermines skills, capacity, freedom, 

material wellbeing and creativity. It creates social indiscipline and irresponsibility among leaders and followers in 
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human society. For Todaro and Smith (2009, p. 8), development is a multidimensional process which includes major 

changes in social structures, popular attitudes and national institutions, as well as the acceleration of economic 

growth, reduction of inequality and reduction in poverty.   

Corruption undermines the process and negates positive changes in social structures, economic progress and increases 

the rate of poverty and inequality in the society. On the other hand, Todaro and Smith (2009) view economic 

development as the capacity of a national economy whose initial economic condition has been more or less static for a 

long time, to generate and sustain an annual increase in its Gross National Product (GNP) at rates of perhaps 5% or 

more. Jhingan (2010, p. 5) sees economic growth as an expansion of the system in one or more dimension without a 

change in its structure, and development as an innovative process leading to the structural transformation of social 

system.  

Jhingan (2010, p. 3) posits that economics of development refers to the problems of the economic development of 

underdeveloped countries, while Seers (1969) cited in Mato (2013, p. 63) captured new thinking of development in 

the following words: “The question to ask about a country’s development are therefore: what has been happening to 

poverty? What has been happening to inequality? What has been happening to unemployment?” If all three of these 

have declined from high levels, then beyond doubt this has been a period of development. Pervasive corruption 

increases the rate of poverty, inequality and unemployment and makes development a mirage in a country. Ake 

(2001, p. 4) sees development as the process by which people create and recreate themselves and their life 

circumstances to realize higher levels of civilization with their own choice and values. 

On the other hand, just like the concept of development, corruption is also in a position of divergent interpretations. In 

the writings of Nye (1967), corruption includes the giving of bribes to pervert judgment or even influence it to favor a 

certain group of individuals, nepotism and misappropriation of public resources for personal use. According to Kari 

and Ernest (2013, p. 3) corruption is the abuse of public office through the instrumentality of private agents who 

actively offer bribes to circumvent public policies and processes for competitive advantage and profit beyond bribery. 

Public office can also be abused for personal benefit through the theft of state’s assets or the diversion of state’s 

revenue. Buhari (2016) argues that, Corruption is a situation where public funds were diverted into personal pockets, 

crude oil lifted illegally and the proceeds were put into personal accounts instead of the federal accounts.  

 For Ogboba (2014, p. 9), corruption or corrupt behaviour involves the violation of established rules for personal 

gains or profit making. According to Lipset and Lenze (1999, p. 112) cited in (Mato, 2013), corruption is a deviant 
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behaviour which reflects any form of abuse or misuse of public office, power, duties, resources, funds, wealth, 

money, trust and properties for private, personal benefits and luxury living.  

 Dori (2016, p. 10) has classified the meaning of corruption into three: political, economic and social perspective of 

corruption: politically, corruption is seen as the systematic process which is comprised of any form of abuse of public 

authority, violation of established rules and standard procedures for selfish political gains. Economically, corruption 

is seen as systematic process through which illegal securing or acquisition of public funds or wealth for selfish 

economic gains is made. Socio-culturally, corruption is a systematic process in which deviation of societal norms and 

values associated with public authority or power for selfish cultural gains are observed. 

Theoretical Framework 

The system theory as used in political science was initially borrowed from the biological science especially in the 

works of a German biologist Bertalanffy (Churchman, 1968, p. 34). The theory as developed in political science was 

the applied efforts of David Easton, defining politics as “an authoritative allocation of values in the society.” The 

theory postulates that, systems are elements standing in a relationship, all phenomenon’s  can be viewed as a web of 

relationship, all systems have common pattern of behaviour that could be used to explain other occurrences and these 

phenomenon are also complementary. In addition, David Easton a renowned scholar on General system who 

introduced the theory into the study of politics asserts that, the system exists as whole consisting of different parts 

with each part influencing the others. From the veritable biological system as analyzed, human body is comprised of: 

digestive system, respiratory system, excretory system, circulatory system etc. and if one of these systems is affected 

it affects the entire function of the body. This is also applicable to human society. For instance, the Nigerian system is 

characterized by political, economic, social and educational subsystems or parts where each contributes to the 

survival of the system as a whole. Any threat to any part, automatically affects the entire parts or subsystem. 

Pervasive corruption is one area of the social structure of Nigerian society that is affected, which also affects the 

political and economic structures that result in the underdevelopment of the country.  

Impact of Corruption on the Nigerian State 

Some of the areas through which corruption impact negatively on individuals and on the Nigeria state are as follows: 

Impact on the political setting 

 Corruption as a complex concept has politically dehydrated the country of political utility and democratic dividends. 

It has paved a way for nepotism, favoritism, tribalism, ethnicity and regionalism. The primary question is that how are 
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all these applied in the political environment? It is manifest in the areas of employment, promotion and distribution of 

resources in the Nigerian state. This, from the analogy of the system theory, affects not only the political system but 

makes the entire system dysfunctional because incompetent individuals are deployed to serve in a position in which 

they have no idea from where to start and are not trained to effectively handle the affairs of such institutions. The 

impact translates into political blunders to be committed as a result of misplacement, institutional collapse, 

incompetent decision making, poor policy formulation and implementation that are prone to making the nation stands 

still without meaningful development. 

Ereke and Kari (2013, p. 9) argued that political corruption is the political ecology and process that exerts powerful 

influence on social interaction. They further argued that the rampant cases of corruption in Nigeria are symptomatic 

of the crisis of governance and political system besetting the country. Nigeria has been largely misgoverned by a 

rampaging, parasitic and corrupt elite class which often behaves in a manner reminiscent of locusts. However, as the 

experience of Nigeria suggests, democracy alone does not guarantee absence of corruption, because we operate a 

unique type of politics, which allows politicians and political leaders to engage in primitive accumulation of wealth, 

wastefulness, reckless pilfering of the treasury and utter lack of transparency and accountability in the management of 

the nation’s resources. Pervasive corruption destabilizes government and political activity as it leads to political 

instability, bad leadership and governance, democratic backwardness, political apathy and depression. Corruption had 

become pandemic, entrenched and translates into a breakdown of the rule of law, lawlessness, disorder and in most 

cases a loss of state legitimacy. The image of Nigerian political system and government abroad is no longer valued 

and recognized. It also leads to personalization of power and authority as well as dysfunction of both public and 

private sectors in the country. These had impeded political progress and undermined development in Nigeria. 

For Dori (2016, p. 7), democratically, corruption has contributed to electoral malpractices such as rigging, buying and 

selling of voter card, bribing voters with money and gifts, electoral officers connived with party and security agents to 

manipulate or falsify electoral results, bribing party delegates, monetizing internal party democracy in Nigeria. These 

invariably perpetrated political killings and assassinations, political confrontations, election violence, post-election 

violence and lack of confidence and acceptability in elections as well as political and democratic backwardness in the 

country. Political and democratic instability undermines development. It destroys legitimacy of democratic 

government and in its extreme forms even threatens civil liberty, because civil liberty and democracy lives on trust 

and corruption destroys trust. Corruption undermines independence of judiciary and rule of law, violates 

constitutional and administrative procedures, and violates human dignity and rights. The implementation of laws, 
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orders and rules as well as effort to reform them are impeded by corrupt judges, lawyers, prosecutors, police officers 

and other law enforcement agencies. 

Administratively, corruption delays decision and policy making, policy implementation, adulterate budget and 

national development planning, blocks due process due to kick-backs, degenerates pervasive indiscipline and 

violation of administrative standards and procedures among both public and civil servants. Kari and Ereke (2013, p. 

21) argued that politically: corruption impedes a state ability to use its available resources to progressively achieve the 

full realization of its national goals and aspirations. Corruption has the capacity of engendering political instability, 

breakdown of law and order, brain drain, inefficiency of the public service, among others. It leads to downfall of 

governments by way of undermining legitimacy of the government and weakening their structures. It leads to 

unhealthy rivalry between and among component units of the federation. It generates insecurity as a result of 

inordinate jostling for positions and do-or-die politics. It breeds irresponsibility among the ruling class who think 

nothing about bleeding the public treasury dry and who have scant regard for the people. It pollutes the political 

environment and destroys the politics of service. Finally, corruption weakens the state and its ability to promote 

development and social injustice. In effect, therefore there is a correlation between corruption and development. 

Therefore, corruption must be properly tackled and curb its menace for any meaningful development to be achieved 

in Nigeria. 

Impact on the Economic Milieu 

 The culture of corruption, especially in the economic environment of the state envisages the looting of public 

treasury, bribery and corruption, misappropriation and siphoning of funds meant for societal development. The 

colossal amount of money stolen by the previous administrations especially under the military regimes, has made our 

economy decadent, our market moribund and has created massive unemployment, created a wider poverty gap 

between rich and poor and exacerbates the syndrome of corruption nationwide. Corruption in Nigeria has discouraged 

foreign direct investment (FDI) and has killed government corporations and slowed down private businesses as 

contractors are not regularly paid, and when paid, with great level of extortion and imposed percentage of what is 

derivable from the contracts as benefit. 

Economically, pervasive corruption has devastating consequences on economic activities, structures, procedures and 

performance which impeded development in Nigeria. For Ereke (2011) cited in Mato (2013, p. 61), although 

corruption is a worldwide disease, it has reached a pandemic stage in Nigeria and has become the single most potent 

threat to development in the country. Similarly, for Mato (2013, p. 67) it is obvious that corruption discourage 
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investments in the productive sectors of the economy and diverting funds meant to provide basic facilities that would 

make life worth living and propel people to economic development. Though, corruption does create poverty on its 

own, it has direct consequences on economic and governance factors, intermediaries that in turn produce poverty, 

inequality and unemployment. Increased corruption reduces economic investment, distort markets, hinder 

competition, increase inefficiencies by increasing the cost of doing business, and increase income inequalities. By 

undermining these key factors, development is impeded.  

According to UNDP (2001) corruption has devastating effects on the economy and economic progress on the 

following ways: decreases and diverts government revenues in revenue-generating agencies means less money for the 

government budget, hence less funds available to respond to perceived needs in society. It also misallocates scarce 

resources in the budget process by reducing important expenditures for development. It shifts the already limited 

funds for priority economic sectors spending to areas that benefit few people in governance.  

Furthermore, Bello (2004) cited in Mato and Jacob (2013, p. 61) identified the following economic effects of 

corruption: Retardation of economic growth, lowering investment and stagnated economic growth. Others are 

misallocation of talents and loss of tax revenue through tax evasion or claiming improper tax exemption. There is 

negative impact on quality of infrastructure and public services, especially when public contracts are procured 

through a corrupt system; it results in lower quality of infrastructure and public services. For Transparent 

International (2013, p. 19), the adverse effect of corruption on the economy includes: loss of investors: if a country is 

blacklisted for being corrupt, the number foreign investors drastically reduced. It increases the cost of goods and 

services, if imported goods are paid for in terms of import duty and taxes, then bribery forces the price to increase. It 

worsens standard of living of the vast majority of the people. It aggravates capital shortages in the economy by 

making less money available for development purposes. It accentuates capital flight with political and other elites 

competing for private accumulation of public capital meant for welfare and development purposes.  

In essence, Nigeria should tackle corruption to experience possible economic prosperity and growth to let its populace 

out of poverty, inequality and unemployment to facilitate development. Nigeria has experienced endemic corruption 

over the years which led to the economic backwardness with the high level of economic difficulties faced in the 

country. Corruption reduces public spending on socio-economic infrastructures, social services, development oriented 

programs and government officials shifted government expenditure to areas in which they can collect bribes and 

kickbacks. During Obasanjo regime, over eighteen (18) billion naira was invested into the power sector to provide 

regular electricity supply for societal development and unfortunately nothing came out of it, except high level of 
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corruption. According to Federal Government of Nigeria, (Daily Trust, 2016, p. 6) 55 people in Nigeria stole a total 

of ₦1.34 trillion in seven years (2006-2013). Fifteen former governors allegedly stole 1.48 billion Naira; four 

Ministers stole ₦ 7bn, twelve former Federal and State officials stole ₦ 14bn, and eight people in banking industry 

allegedly stole ₦ 524bn, while eleven business men allegedly stole ₦653bn, from public funds meant for socio-

economic development. Corruption has continued to divert limited resources, undermine economic progress and 

impedes growth (Daily Trust, 2016, p. 6). 

 Corruption deepens poverty, inequality, unemployment, diseases, illiteracy and deteriorate living standard in Nigeria. 

It undermines the government ability and capacity to deliver an array of basic needs and socio-economic services 

such as quality health service care, education and roads, portable water, electricity, housing and good welfare service. 

Unfortunately, Nigeria loses substantial amount of revenue, which led to the increase in the cost of governance. The 

current capital shortage Nigeria is facing in the economy 60% is from corruption. The most disheartening, is the value 

of Development Assistance and Loans that flowed into the country for socio-economic development were squandered 

by our political leaders/elites. No doubt corrupt practices in Nigeria had resulted in undermining the growth and 

stability of foreign direct investment (FDI) which impedes Nigeria’s ability to attract overseas capital and investment. 

Therefore, development as a multidimensional process which is comprised of structural transformation is not 

attainable without economic transformation. 

Impact on the social sphere 

Corruption has created social disharmony, resentment, social vices and relative deprivation in Nigeria today. This is 

evident in the disruption of the social institutions, first of family life, where marriages have been broken due to failure 

of the men to provide, as workers’ salaries have not been paid for six months delayed or people have been sacked as a 

result of managerial incompetence. Secondly, corruption has killed many Nigerians as a result of lack of adequate 

health care, where power is needed for critical surgeries, there is power failure and people have been incapacitated 

without the ability to afford medications, drugs and hospital bills. Thirdly, due to the nature of relative deprivation 

analysis, the youth have resorted to violence, robbery, kidnapping, prostitution, baby factory, drug addiction, 

delinquency and many vices as a result of relative deprivation which has left people without jobs and no sources of 

income. 

Corruption creates incalculable damage to the socio-cultural fabric of society, distorts the normative system and sows 

the seed of social crises, crimes and disorder of all types which impedes development in Nigeria. According to Ernest 

and Kari (2013, p. 20), socio-culturally, corruption debases the value system of the society by placing emphasis on 
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wealth accumulation, irrespective of method and process, as index of success. The virtues of dignity of labour and 

hard work become jettisoned or relegated to the background as people care less about honesty, integrity and ethics in 

their inordinate quest and scramble for ill-gotten wealth. It discourages people to work together for the common good. 

It induces frustration and general apathy among the public which result in a weak civil society. Demanding and 

paying bribes and gratifications become a norm or even national tradition; the people lose their pride and sense of 

shame. It results to social inequality and widened gap between the rich and poor, leading to mutual(and class) 

suspicion, animosity, social distance, conflict and strife. Finally, as a result of misery, penury and increased poverty, 

coupled with lack of basic needs like food, water and drugs, these may heighten jealousy, hatred and insecurity in the 

society.  

This above shows that corruption has done much damage and harm to socio-cultural system of Nigerian society. 

Corruption has institutionalized and deepened social crimes and deviance behaviour, mediocrity, indiscipline, 

immorality, social disorder, laziness, begging, dependency, destitution, thugs and insecurity which impeded the socio-

cultural stability and attributed to be responsible for the underdevelopment in Nigeria. A nation like Nigeria with 

political, economic and socio-cultural instability cannot attain to any meaningful and sustainable development. 

Therefore, corruption should be combat to a minimal level to facilitate political, economic and socio-cultural stability 

and attain to meaningful and sustainable development in Nigeria. 

Approaches to Combating Pervasive Corruption in Nigeria 

It is imperative to suggest that pervasive corruption must be tackled before any meaningful and sustainable 

development take place in Nigeria. However, multidimensional approaches: political, economic and socio-cultural 

have been identified as the panacea for perpetual growth and spread of corruption in the country. 

Political Measures 

 Politically, the Nigerian state should make political office less attractive in order to prevent desperate and greedy 

politicians with selfish motives from holding such offices. The electoral system in Nigeria should be transparent to 

allow credible people to be elected into political offices. There must be proper accountability, transparent, 

responsiveness, equity and representation in the political system among all political and administrative officers. There 

must be proper and effective application of constitution, respect for the rule of law, entrench a culture of justice, 

equity and fairness in government and political system. Our leaders must imbibe the culture of discipline, patriotism 

and nationalism.  
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Capital punishment by (death penalty) like in China and Singapore should be applied on high profile corrupt political 

and administrative officers in Nigeria. Immunity clause in section 308 of the 1999 constitution which prevents certain 

categories of elected officers from arrest, prosecution and punishment during their tenure in office should be 

removing. Government officials found to have corruptly enriched or embezzled government resources should be 

summarily dismissed, tried in court and their properties confiscated and permanently banned from occupying any 

political and administrative offices. Independence of judiciary should be entrenched in governance, judges and 

lawyers should carry out their duties with fear or favor. Government should strengthen and reform anti-corruption 

agencies such as EFCC, ICPC, Police and State Security in order to fight corruption from the grass root, all the 

agencies should be autonomous and free from any political interference in carrying out their official assignments. 

Legislative and judicial measures against corruption must be in place to ensure that anti-corruption laws are adequate 

and effective in punishment for corrupt offenders. Effective disciplinary actions should be applied in public 

administrative institutions and procedures to curb corruption from the public service of Nigeria. 

Economic Measures 

 Effective, dynamic and efficient economic policies should be used to improve the living standard of the citizenry and 

discourage corrupt behaviour among the citizens. Government must make it mandatory to all revenues generating 

Ministries, Departments and Agencies (MDAs) to remit their money and payments to single federal accounts (TSA), 

this policy had recovered a lot of stolen funds and can continue to be used in combating corruption in Nigeria.  

Political immunity as mentioned before must be removed when it comes to issue of economic and financial crimes, 

embezzlement, looting, and fraud and money laundry. Government should also enforce a strict financial regulations 

and effective intelligence and surveillance of any huge financial transactions to curb the rate of excess looting. 

Therefore, government should formulate and implement effective economic policies, development oriented policies 

and poverty eradication programs that can help in narrowing inequality, poverty, unemployment and low living 

standard. These would go a long way in improving the living standard and discourage corrupt practices among the 

citizens. 

Social Measures                        

There is no doubt that socio-cultural values and value system have role to play in combating corruption in Nigeria. 

Members of society, religious leaders, community leaders, media and traditional leaders have a role to play in 

combating the menace of corruption in Nigeria. This could be done through effective social control, socialization 

process, value reorientation, moral behaviour, uprightness and good upbringing. These would help in building value 

system and discourage corrupt behaviour and practices from the grassroots among the Nigerian society. Government 
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and civil society should encourage all avenue of societal reorientation to a good value system, a value system 

reorientation that would de-emphasize the use of money or wealth for recognition and prestige in the society. 

Government should embark on National orientation programs on anti-corruption crusade to increase social awareness 

on economic, social, legal and cultural implications of corrupt behaviour in our society. Civil society organizations 

and social groups should also be mobilized and sensitized through campaigns and increased public awareness by 

disseminating information on the behavior expected in government and public offices in order to improve 

accountability, transparency, trust, conformity among the members of society. A cultural revolution should carry out 

to restore value system among the Nigerian society. In nutshell, political, economic and socio-cultural approaches 

should be collectively adopted in combating the menace of pervasive corruption in Nigeria.  

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The paper has discovered that pervasive corruption had succeeded in impeding the development process of Nigeria. 

Corruption has pervaded and adversely affected the entire structures of Nigeria, involving agriculture, power, 

industry, commerce and finance. It impacts on governance, democratic process, administration and legal institutions. 

To deal with corruption, a multidimensional approach must be deployed to fight the menace. Socio-cultural system of 

norms, values, beliefs and folkways in the country for example, is one major approach that has to be perfected, 

through the use of the national orientation agency, schools, religious institutions, the media and the family among 

others. For development to take place, the Nigerian leaders should be resolute and committed to addressing these 

issues holistically. Transparency and accountability in all government activities should be entrenched and rule of law 

upheld. There is the need for vibrant economic policies to address issues of poverty and inequality and our values 

system must be revolutionized. There is the need for absolute checks and balances in governance, accountability and 

strict adherence to rule of law. If and when all these recommendations are implemented, corruption will have an 

insignificant presence in the Nigerian system and thus allow the country to attain a massive level of development. 
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