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Nigeria: Current Path

Chart 2 presents the Current Path of the population structure from 1990 to 2043.

The composition of a country's population plays a crucial role in shaping its long-term social, economic and political 
landscape. Therefore, analysing a nation’s demographic profile provides valuable insights into its development prospects. 
Despite its importance for national planning, Nigeria's last completed population census was conducted in November 
2006. Plans for a new census in 2023 were postponed. This means that Nigeria has relied on projections and estimates for 
almost two decades, complemented by periodic surveys such as the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and Multiple 
Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS), which provide updated estimates of fertility, mortality and health trends.

These estimates concur that Nigeria is experiencing rapid population growth. At the time of its independence in 1960, the 
country had an estimated population of 45 million. Today, that number has surpassed 200 million, making Nigeria the 
sixth most populous nation in the world. If the current demographic trends persist, Nigeria’s population will grow from 
228 million in 2023 to around 380 million by 2043. This would position Nigeria as the third most populous country 
globally, behind only India and China.

Nigeria's fertility rate was about 4.5 children per woman in 2023, a decline from 6.45 in 1990, currently ranked 15th 
highest globally. The Current Path is that Nigeria's fertility rate will decline to 3.7 children per woman by 2043, making it 
the 8th highest globally.

Fertility is much higher in rural areas than in urban areas, and it varies regionally. On average, women in rural areas give 
birth to  children over their lifetimes, while urban women give birth to 3.9. The population of the northern states is also 5.6
growing much faster than that of the southern states.

Nigeria is among the countries with the most youthful age structure, with a median age of about 19. This means that half 
of the Nigerian population is younger than 19. On the Current Path, the median age will increase modestly to 23 by 2043.

https://dhsprogram.com/methodology/survey/survey-display-609.cfm
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Due to this youthful age structure, the dependency ratio is high, as a large portion of the population depends on the small 
workforce to provide for its needs—this constrains savings and investment in human and physical capital.

As of 2023, about 41% of the population is in the below-15 dependency age group, while 3% are in the 65+ dependency 
age group. On the Current Path, the share of these two dependency age groups is projected to be 35.8% and 4.8%, 
respectively, by 2043. About 56% of the Nigerian population is in the 15-64 working-age group, and this will increase to 59 
% by 2043. Nigeria’s population structure is typical of countries with low life expectancy and high fertility rates.

The large cohort of children below 15 requires more investment in education, health and infrastructure. An increase in the 
working-age population relative to dependent children and elders can drive income growth, a phenomenon known as the 

. Generally, the demographic dividend materialises when a country reaches a ratio of at least 1.7 demographic dividend
people of working age for each dependent. When there are fewer dependants to take care of, it frees up resources for 
investment in both physical and human capital formation, and eventually increases female labour force participation.

However, the growth in the working-age population relative to dependants does not automatically translate into rapid 
economic growth unless the labour force acquires the needed skills and is absorbed by the labour market. Without 
sufficient education and employment to successfully harness their productive power, the growing labour force could turn 
into a demographic ‘bomb’ rather than a demographic dividend, as many people of working age may remain in poverty, 
potentially creating frustration, social tension and conflict. Currently, the private sector's limited capacity makes it 
challenging to accommodate the large number of young job seekers in the country.

Nigeria is unlikely to fully benefit from its demographic dividend within the Current Path forecast horizon. In 2023, the 
ratio of working-age individuals to dependents was just 1.2—meaning nearly one working-age person for every 
dependant. This ratio will rise slowly, reaching only 1.45 by 2043—still below the average of 1.6 for African lower-middle-
income countries and short of the 1.7 threshold needed to enter the demographic window of opportunity. On the Current 
Path, Nigeria is not expected to cross this critical threshold until around 2061, nearly a decade later than the average for 
its income group on the continent.

Nigeria also has a large youth bulge at 47%. Youth bulge is the percentage of the population aged 15-29 relative to the 
total adult population. It will get to 40.9% by 2043. In addition to the requirement for more spending on education, health 
services and job creation, large numbers of young adults can lead to positive political change in a country through youth 
activism, but they can also increase the likelihood of criminal violence, conflicts and instability, mainly when the needs of 
the youth, such as employment, cannot be met. Nigeria has one of the  youth unemployment rates; two-thirds of highest
the youth are either jobless or underemployed, while one-third of the country's working-age population is unemployed.

Successive Nigerian governments have recognised the need to reduce rapid population growth, but efforts to implement 
a comprehensive demographic policy have often been met with  objections. Family planning policies are a topic of religious
fractious debate among religious leaders in the country. According to the country’s latest Demographic and Health Survey 
(DHS) 2023–2024, the contraceptive prevalence rate is only 20% among currently married women and 50% among 
sexually active unmarried women aged 15-49.

Better management of population growth is key to a nation's development. The decline in the below-15 dependency age 
group enables governments and parents to invest more in each child in education and health, with positive implications 
for human capital formation and long-run economic growth.

https://www.berlin-institut.org/en/focus-areas/demographicdividend
https://www.moneyweb.co.za/news/africa/nigerias-cratering-economy-may-become-africas-biggest-threat/
https://www.partner-religion-development.org/fileadmin/Dateien/Resources/Knowledge_Center/the-impact-of-ethnic-and-religious-diversity-on-nigeria-s-development-priorities.pdf
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Chart 3: Population distribution map, 2023

Chart 3 presents a population distribution map for 2023.

Nigeria’s population is unevenly distributed across the country, concentrating along trade routes and in areas rich in 
natural resources. The highest rural densities are found in the South-West region, known for its agricultural productivity 
and strategic trade routes. Urban population densities are notably high in major cities such as Lagos, Kano, Ibadan, 
Kaduna, Port Harcourt, Benin City, and Maiduguri. These cities serve as economic hubs, attracting migrants from rural 
areas seeking employment opportunities, better living standards, and improved access to services. On the Current Path, 
Nigeria's population density will be about four people per hectare in 2043, compared with an average of 2.5 in 2023. 

Lagos, as Nigeria's largest city and commercial centre, exemplifies this urban concentration. The city's strategic coastal 
location and its infrastructure supporting trade and industry attract a diverse population, contributing to its high density. 
Similarly, Kano serves as the economic and cultural heartbeat of Northern Nigeria, with its rich history as a trade centre 
and its current role in manufacturing and agriculture. These urban centres, while contributing significantly to Nigeria's 
GDP, also face challenges such as congestion, inadequate infrastructure, and environmental degradation due to their 
burgeoning populations.

Compared with many lower-middle-income African countries, Nigeria's population density is higher. This is partly due to 
its large population base, currently the largest in Africa, and the rapid urbanisation rate driven by both natural population 
growth and rural-to-urban migration. The demographic trend in Nigeria aligns with the broader African experience, where 
urban areas are expanding rapidly, creating both opportunities and challenges for sustainable development.
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The projection for 2043 indicates a population density of about 4 people per hectare. This anticipated growth underscores 
the urgent need for comprehensive urban planning and policy interventions to manage the pressures of urbanisation. As 
Nigeria continues on its demographic path, the potential to harness a demographic dividend exists, given the increasing 
proportion of the working-age population. However, realising this potential depends on strategic investments in 
education, healthcare, and infrastructure to enhance productivity and economic growth.

The concept of a demographic dividend emphasises the economic benefits arising when a country's working-age 
population exceeds the non-working-age population. For Nigeria, capitalising on this demographic transition could 
significantly boost economic development, provided the labour force is adequately skilled and employed. However, the 
challenge remains in ensuring that the benefits of growth are equitably distributed across regions, particularly in 
addressing the rural-urban divide.

Policy implications of Nigeria's population distribution are profound. Government and policymakers must prioritise 
investments in infrastructure, such as transportation and housing, to accommodate the growing urban populations. 
Additionally, enhancing rural development through improved agricultural practices and rural industrialisation can help 
balance the population distribution, reducing excessive pressure on urban centres.

Chart 4 presents the urban and rural population in the Current Path from 1990 to 2043.

Nigeria’s rapid population growth is closely tied to accelerated urbanisation, with the urban population exceeding 50% as 
of 2020. As of 2023, 53.4% of the country’s population—approximately 122 million people—was estimated to live in urban 
areas. Lagos, for example, has experienced a dramatic population increase, rising from 300 000 in 1950 to  million in 16.5
2024. With an annual urban population growth rate of about 4%—twice the global average and higher than Nigeria’s 
overall population growth rate of 3%—the country ranks among the world's fastest urbanising nations.

If current trends continue, an estimated 63% of Nigeria’s population—around 237 million people—will reside in urban 
areas by 2043. However, this rapid urban expansion presents significant challenges, including rising unemployment, 
poverty, inadequate healthcare, poor sanitation, the spread of urban slums and environmental degradation. Currently, it 
is estimated that between half and two-thirds of Nigeria’s urban population lives in slum conditions.

https://www.macrotrends.net/global-metrics/cities/22007/lagos/population#:
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Historically, cities have been key  of economic growth, industry and commerce worldwide. When well-managed, drivers
they provide opportunities for social and technological advancement and facilitate the exchange of ideas through cultural 
interaction. Cities have also served as hubs for political activities, governance systems and employment generation, 
reinforcing their critical role in national development.

Chart 5 presents GDP in market exchange rates (MER) and growth rate in the Current Path, from 1990 to 2043.

At the time of Nigeria's independence, its economy showed significant potential, with agriculture serving as its backbone. 
The country embraced an import substitution industrialisation policy, aiming to produce locally most of the goods it 
previously imported. However, the discovery of crude oil in commercial quantities marked a turning point in Nigeria's 
economic trajectory. As oil prices surged and demand increased, crude oil extraction and export became the dominant 
economic activity. The influx of petrodollars made it easier to import a variety of goods and services, which led to the 
neglect of agriculture and manufacturing. Over time, these sectors have become less competitive.

Today, Nigeria's exports remain heavily reliant on crude oil, which accounts for more than  of total exports, half of 80%
government revenues and the majority of foreign currency earnings. Since the late 1960s, when the country shifted its 
focus from agriculture and light manufacturing to an unhealthy dependence on crude oil and gas, Nigeria's economic 
growth has been marked by volatile boom-bust cycles driven by fluctuations in oil prices. As a result, the country has 
experienced volatile, low-average growth.

Between 2000 and 2014, Nigeria recorded an average growth rate of 7%. However, a sharp drop in oil prices from mid-
2014 to 2016 plunged the economy into a recession. Growth fell from 6.3% in 2014 to -1.6% in 2016, leading to a 
budgetary crisis. The subsequent recovery was slow, and the collapse of commodity prices during the COVID-19 crisis led 
to a contraction of -1.8% in 2020. This was Nigeria's deepest recession in four decades, although it resumed in 2021 at 
3.6% as pandemic restrictions were eased and oil prices recovered. By 2023, growth rates had recovered to , but 2.9%
were now constrained by high inflation and sluggish global growth. Domestic shocks, such as the disruptive 
demonetisation policy in early 2023 and the devastating floods of October 2022, further exacerbated the situation.

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5676403/
https://nigerianembassythehague.nl/nigerian-economy/
https://www.afdb.org/en/countries-west-africa-nigeria/nigeria-economic-outlook
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Since the May 2023 elections, the administration of President Tinubu has launched ambitious reforms to restore 
economic stability and growth. Key actions include removing most gasoline subsidies, unifying the exchange rate to reflect 
market conditions and tightening monetary policy. These steps have improved  performance and reduced economic fiscal
distortions. The Central Bank of Nigeria has also refocused on its price stability mandate, facilitated by the authorities’ 
commitment to end budget deficit monetisation (deficit financing through money printing). Despite progress, inflation and 
poverty remain high. To cushion the impact on vulnerable groups, the government is providing temporary cash transfers 
to  million households. These ongoing macroeconomic reforms  Nigeria’s global competitiveness, attracting 15 enhance
both domestic and foreign investment, and begin to ease fiscal pressures linked to debt, creating more budgetary space. 
If sustained and expanded, they could lay a solid foundation for renewed growth and set Nigeria on a better development 
path.

Between 1990 and 2023, Nigeria’s GDP more than tripled, rising from US$118 billion to US$423 billion. On the current 
development trajectory, it will reach US$530 billion in 2030 and US$888 billion in 2043, maintaining its position as Africa’s 
largest economy. In the Current Path, the average annual growth rate between 2023 and 2043 is expected to be 3.7%. 
However, this positive growth outlook is contingent upon tackling longstanding and potentially binding constraints to 
growth, including inadequate infrastructure, particularly unreliable power supply, trade barriers, an unfriendly business 
environment and insecurity, among other structural issues.

In this regard, the African Development Bank Group has a new five-year Country Strategy  (2025-2030) for Nigeria. Paper
Under the new strategy, the Bank will provide US$2.95 billion over the first four years, complemented by an estimated 
US$3.21 billion in co-financing from development partners. The strategy focuses on two key priority areas: promoting 
sustainable, climate-smart infrastructure to enhance competitiveness and industrial development; and advancing gender 
and youth-inclusive green growth through industrialisation. 

Chart 6 presents the size of the informal economy as a percentage of GDP and a percentage of total labour (non-
agriculture), from 2020 to 2043. The data used in our modelling are largely estimates and may therefore differ from other 
sources.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/nigeria/overview
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/nigeria/overview
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/nigeria/overview
https://www.afdb.org/en/news-and-events/press-releases/nigeria-african-development-bank-approves-strategy-boost-economic-growth-83309
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An informal economy (informal sector or shadow economy) is typically considered neither officially taxed nor monitored. 
Countries with high informality have a whole host of development challenges, such as low revenue mobilisation, and 
economic growth tends to be below potential.

Informality in poorer countries arises not only from burdensome regulations or weak enforcement but also from 
. In wealthier countries, where advanced production technologies and favourable economic conditions underdevelopment

prevail, workers prefer formal wage employment because of higher wages. Similarly, managers are more likely to register 
and operate formal businesses, as the greater income potential in developed markets makes formality more profitable, 
even with the associated costs of taxes and regulations. As countries advance economically, the size of the informal sector 
typically shrinks. A recent World Bank  found that about 30% of the increase in aggregate output driven by higher study
productivity is linked to a roughly 25% reduction in the average size of informal enterprises.

Nigeria’s crude oil-dependent economy prevents it from achieving inclusive growth. According to the World Bank, a 1% 
increase in economic growth leads to only a  increase in employment in Nigeria. This low elasticity of employment to 0.1%
economic growth shows the extent to which the Nigerian oil-driven growth path is jobless. The informal sector has 
therefore become the lifeblood of millions of Nigerians.  by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) show Estimates
that 93% of all employment in Nigeria is informal, with 95% of women working in the informal sector compared to 90% of 
men.

While the informal sector contributes a significant portion of GDP, its productivity is markedly lower than that of the 
formal sector. The large number of individuals employed informally, juxtaposed with their relatively smaller economic 
output, underscores the low productivity and precarious nature of these jobs. Such employment is often characterised by 
a lack of job security, a lack of legal protection, and insufficient earnings, which, overall, contribute to social and economic 
vulnerabilities.

The persistence of informality in Nigeria can be attributed to several structural challenges. Rapid population growth, 
coupled with inadequate formal job creation, exacerbates the reliance on the informal sector. Regulatory complexity and 
the high cost of compliance deter small businesses from entering the formal economy. Additionally, limited access to 
finance and inadequate education systems restrict opportunities for formal employment and entrepreneurship. Gender 
disparities also play a role, as women are often overrepresented in the informal sector, engaging in lower-paid and less 
secure forms of employment.

The implications of a dominant informal sector are profound. The low productivity associated with informal employment 
constrains economic growth and reduces potential fiscal revenues, as these activities are largely untaxed. Moreover, the 
lack of formal employment opportunities limits economic resilience and exacerbates socio-economic inequalities. For 
Nigeria to foster a more dynamic and inclusive economy, targeted policy interventions are necessary. Improving 
governance, simplifying regulatory frameworks, and expanding access to education and financial services are crucial steps 
toward facilitating the transition to formal employment.

The size of the country's informal economy was estimated at 39.5% of GDP in 2023, above the average of 30.5% for lower-
middle-income Africa. On the Current Path, the informal sector is expected to slowly decline to 35.8% by 2043. However, 
this figure will still remain above the forecast of 27% for lower-middle-income African countries in 2043.

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/fandd/issues/2020/12/what-is-the-informal-economy-basics
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099204410232416130/pdf/IDU1799d976615a4d143f71958318c0d8550037f.pdf?deliveryName=DM237077
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099204410232416130/pdf/IDU1799d976615a4d143f71958318c0d8550037f.pdf?deliveryName=DM237077
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/be525256-bc8f-513d-9141-a29efcbc1bbd
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_626831.pdf
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Chart 7 presents GDP per capita in the Current Path, from 1990 to 2043.

Nigeria boasts the largest GDP in Africa; however, in 2023, it ranked only 20th among the continent’s 54 countries in terms 
of GDP per capita (PPP). Between 2015 and 2023, Nigeria’s population grew at an average annual rate of 2.3%, outpacing 
the country’s average economic growth of 1.5% during the same period. As a result, GDP per capita has declined, 
returning to nearly the same level as in 2010. Projections along the Current Path suggest that Nigeria’s GDP per capita will 
remain below its 2015 level until at least 2040.

The country's inability to sustain economic growth and the rapid population growth dilute per capita income growth. On 
the Current Path, Nigeria's GDP per capita will increase from about US$5 000 in 2023 to US$5 650 by 2043, below the 
projected average of US$7 800 for lower-middle-income Africa in the same year. 

Nigeria’s economic development has been hindered by an over-reliance on crude oil, policy missteps, corruption and poor 
governance. For instance, Malaysia, once as poor as Nigeria in the 1960s, now has a GDP per capita nearly six times 
higher. From 1960 to 1975, the two countries had comparable GDP per capita levels. However, Malaysia pulled ahead 
significantly after it began diversifying its economy to reduce dependence on volatile commodity prices. In 1957, tin and 
rubber made up 85% of Malaysia’s exports, but starting in the 1970s, the country pursued a robust diversification strategy 
centred on commodity-based manufacturing. As a result, crude oil’s share in Malaysia’s petroleum exports fell from 95% 
to 20%, while processed palm oil exports rose from 0% in 1974 to 99% by 1994. Nigeria, by contrast, has remained heavily 
dependent on crude oil exports, leaving its economy vulnerable to external shocks and limiting growth in per capita GDP.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09692290.2020.1844271
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09692290.2020.1844271
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Chart 8 presents the rate and number of extremely poor people in the Current Path from 2020 to 2043.

In 2022, the World Bank updated the monetary poverty lines to 2017 constant dollar values, with the previous 
International/PPP $1.90 extreme poverty line now set at US$2.15, also for use with low-income countries. The US$3.20 for 
lower-middle-income countries such as Nigeria has now been raised to US$3.65. In June 2025, the World Bank announced 
an update to 2021 PPP values, with extreme poverty now at US$3.00 per person and using US$4.20 for lower-middle-
income economies such as Nigeria.

Like many sub-Saharan African countries, Nigeria presents a paradox: despite its wealth of natural resources, the majority 
of its population lives in poverty. Over time, both the poverty rate and the number of people living in extreme poverty 
have remained high. At the previous international poverty line of US$2.15 per day, Nigeria's poverty rate peaked between 
1995 and 2000 at 58% of its population, before steadily declining to 31% in 2018–2019, its lowest level since gaining 
independence in 1960.

According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), Nigeria has experienced a slower reduction in poverty rates 
compared to other sub-Saharan African countries with similar GDP per capita growth. This is partly due to the 
ineffectiveness of successive poverty alleviation programmes, often undermined by corruption and poor governance. 
Corruption diverts public spending from critical sectors such as education and healthcare, limiting the impact of these 
initiatives on vulnerable populations.

Since 2019, poverty and hardship levels have worsened. The COVID-19 pandemic, sluggish economic growth and high 
inflation have pushed millions more into poverty. As a result, the poverty rate at US$2.15 increased from 31% in 2019 to 
38.9% in 2023. The lower-middle-income poverty rate (US$3.65 in 2017 PPP) rose from 63.5% to around 70% over the 
same period.

To support the poorest and most economically vulnerable households, the Nigerian government is implementing 
targeted, temporary cash transfer programs. However, these efforts need to be significantly scaled up and sustained to 
make a meaningful impact.

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2018/03/07/Nigeria-Selected-Issues-45700
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/nigeria/overview
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/nigeria/overview
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Projections suggest that on the current trajectory, the extreme poverty rate (US$2.15) will gradually decline to 23.5% by 
2043. Yet, this remains well above the projected average of 13.8% for lower-middle-income countries in Africa. Similarly, 
the lower-middle-income poverty rate (US$3.65) will decline to 54% by 2043, compared to an average of 35% for Nigeria’s 
peer group.

On the Current Path, the number of Nigerians living in extreme poverty is projected to remain alarmingly high, increasing 
slightly from 88.6 million in 2023 to 89 million by 2043—positioning Nigeria as the country with the second-largest 
population of extremely poor people globally. The country is set to fall far short of achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goal to eradicate extreme poverty by 2030.

Poverty in Nigeria also follows a stark regional pattern, with a disproportionate concentration in the northern part of the 
country. States such as Sokoto, Taraba and Jigawa report poverty rates well above the national average. Overall, the 
northern region lags behind the south across almost all human development indicators. According to the World Bank, 87%
of Nigeria’s poor reside in the northern region, with nearly half located in the North-West.

Ongoing conflicts between farmers and herders have further deepened poverty in the North. The violence has severely 
disrupted agricultural activity, which provides livelihoods for about 80% of the region’s population. Farmlands have been 
destroyed or rendered inaccessible, contributing to increased food insecurity, poverty and malnutrition.

Moreover, poverty in Nigeria is predominantly rural. Access to infrastructure, financial services and economic 
opportunities remains limited in rural communities. For example, approximately 78% of financially excluded adults live in 
rural areas, compared to 22% in urban settings.

While this analysis has primarily focused on monetary measures of poverty, it is increasingly recognised that poverty is 
multidimensional. Even those who do not fall below the income poverty line may still lack access to essentials such as 
nutritious food, clean water, healthcare, housing, security and education.

The Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) captures these deprivations. According to the 2024 global MPI, 41% of 
Nigerians—approximately 81 million people—are multidimensionally poor. This figure makes Nigeria the largest 
contributor to multidimensional poverty in sub-Saharan Africa. It underscores Nigeria’s central role in achieving regional 
targets for both monetary and non-monetary poverty reduction.

In summary, the face of poverty in Nigeria is largely rural, predominantly female, mostly illiterate and deeply entrenched 
in the informal sector. Addressing this complex challenge is crucial not only for national development but also for 
ensuring peace and stability.

Chart 9: National Development Plan of Nigeria

https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/west-africa/nigeria/288-violence-nigerias-north-west-rolling-back-mayhem
https://media.odi.org/documents/7583.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2024-10/2024_global_multidimensional_poverty_index.pdf
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Chart 9 depicts Nigeria's National Development Plan.

The Nigeria Agenda 2050 (NA 2050) is a long- and medium-term development plan designed to tackle the country’s 
persistent economic and social challenges. By 2050, Nigeria aspires to become a dynamic, industrialised, knowledge-
based economy that drives inclusive and sustainable development.

To this end, the Nigeria Agenda 2050 espouses policies, strategies and initiatives to position Nigeria as an African regional 
power and a global economic force. The plan envisages an average annual GDP growth rate of 7% during 2021-2050 and a 
per capita income of US$33 328 by 2050. Nigeria Agenda 2050 is premised upon three key factors that are critical to 
realising the nation’s potential:

Reforming governance structure with strong institutions and administrative machinery capable of responding to the 
needs of the people;

Inclusive and sustainable growth of a private sector-driven economy through the concentric diversification of the 
economy; and

Empowerment of the Nigerian people by ensuring a balance between economic growth and social welfare.
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