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Abstract - This study is an overview of development planning in Nigeria since the introduction of the first plan in 1946. The 

main objective of this paper is to assess the usefulness and relevance of development plans implemented so far in Nigeria. 
The study adopted historical and content analyses in utilising secondary data gathered for this research. Nigeria has 
implemented various types of National development plans, ranging from fixed, medium term plans, to perspective and 
rolling plans. Development planning has not achieved much success in Nigeria due to many problems notably paucity of 
data, political regime changes, plan indiscipline and corruption. The study recommends improvement in data collection, 
adoption of multi-sector approach to planning, harmonisation of development programmes and involvement of the private 
sector in planning activities. 
 

Keywords - Development Planning, Content Analysis, Classical, Keynesian, Nigeria. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Comprehensive and centralised development 

planning was first attempted in the then Soviet Union 

after the socialist revolution in 1917 as the Republic 

proceeded to implement the development of a 

socialised economy (Anyebe, 2014). Later, other 

centrally-controlled economies like the old 
Yugoslavia, Poland, etc. followed suit. Several 

emerging economies in Africa and Asia adopted 

central development planning in the immediate post-

colonial era, based on their individual unique settings 

and the need to jumpstart their economies. The key 

impetus for planning, whether of the command or 

mixed economy variant, arises mainly from the 

simple fact that productive resources are usually 

scarce, relative to the many demands for them.  

Central to economic science is the need for planning, 

which emanates from scarce resources relative to the 
demand for same. Planning has always been 

acknowledged as a key strategy for the allocation of 

resources to improve the standard of living of the 

populace. There would not have been any need for 

planning if resources had been unlimited (Olaloku, et 

al., 1984). Planning encapsulates the prioritisation of 

resources in order to meet desired ends.   

Thus, it will be appropriate to state that all countries, 

irrespective of the economic system being operated, 

engage in some form of national planning or the 

other. Historically, the purpose of national 

development planning has always been to set 
development targets and objectives to be achieved 

and mobilise adequate resources, towards accelerated 

economic development. Planning became very 

popular in the mid-20th century, when most newly-

independent, developing nations in Africa and Asia 

regarded it as the best approach to transform their 

economies and for narrowing the gap between them 

and the advanced industrial countries. In view of the 

relative lack of development of these nations at that 

time, it was generally believed that it was not 

expedient to leave their development to forces of 

demand and supply, due to the market imperfections 

and price distortions prevalent in their systems. These 

emerging economies therefore felt that government 

was the only institution capable of mobilising 

resources for national development and also be in a 

position to create effective administrative 
machineries to manage the development process. It 

was also argued that developing countries engage in 

planning to meet the conditions of foreign aid donors, 

since aid recipient nations should have national plans 

prior to being considered suitable for receiving 

foreign aid from the donors. The major rationale for 

the adoption of development planning in emerging 

nation has been adjudged to be poor capacity and lack 

of propensity to save, which led to vicious cycles of 

poverty, which can only be broken through planned 

national development. Another reason for planning 
includes the need to strengthen market mechanism by 

removing market imperfections, determining the 

amount and composition of investment and 

overcoming structural rigidities in the economy.  It is 

also believed the unemployment that is symptomatic 

of poor economies are reversible through central 

development planning that releases surplus labour 

from agriculture to industry.  

This paper attempts an overview of development 

planning in Nigeria prior to her independence in 1960 

up to 2015 by critically reviewing the various 

development plans during this period, towards 
assessing their effectiveness. The paper will also 

identify factors that continue to militate against 

successful plan implementation and recommend 

suggestions for improvement. The materials utilised 

in this study were generated from secondary sources, 

such as textbooks, academic journals, online 

materials, etc. Historical and content analyses will be 

used for the sourced extant literature in conducting 

this research. 
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1. Conceptual Issues 

Development planning has been defined as the 

deliberate and conscious attempt by the government 

to coordinate economic decision-making over a short, 

medium or long term and to influence, direct or 

control the level and growth of some principal 

economic variables/indicators of a country in order to 

move the country’s economy from a given state to a 

more desirable state (Ozughalu & Nwogwugwu, 

2012). In the context of a developing country in the 

contemporary era, the desired state can be viewed as 

putting the economy firmly on the path of rapid, self-
sustaining, equitable and balanced growth of output, 

employment and income, accompanied with the 

minimum possible level of inflation.  

Development planning involves the collection of 

substantial information, evolution of past 

development records, projections of future trends, and 

setting out of targets. It also involves major policy 

measures for short, medium and long-term planning 

and goals (Obadan 2003). Thus, as Egonmwan and 

Ibodje (2001) opined, development planning entails a 

consciously directed activity with pre-determined 
goals and predetermined means to achieve the set 

goals.  They averred further that it provides the 

rallying point for social and political mobilisation, 

whereby the society is able to set development 

objectives and goals, map out strategies and 

programmes for the attainment of such goals and 

mobilize resources for their attainment. 

A development plan refers to a blueprint of 

programmes and policies directed towards achieving 

the goal of development planning, that is, economic 

and social development (Obadan (2003). He further 

noted that development plan can be short-term (about 
one year), medium-term (three to five years) or long-

term (ten to twenty years or more).  

A good plan should, among other things, have the 

following features. (a) comprehensiveness in the 

sense of including the central government, parastatals 

and agencies of government, as well as the private 

sector; (b) a review of past performance of the 

economy as well as an identification of the most 

serious current problems; (c) the desired socio-

economic objectives and targets; and priorities need 

to be established among them; (d) strategies for 
achieving identified objectives and targets; the 

strategies will, in turn, be translated into policy 

specifics; (e) programmes of capital spending for the 

plan period which should also be broken down into 

specific projects; and (f) a full range of projections or 

forecasts about the behaviour of the economy over 

the plan period and beyond(Obadan, 2003). 

According to Kehinde and Abata (2010), 

development planning is a term used to describe the 

long term plans of an incumbent government to co-

ordinate and develop the economy. Planning is 

commonly a feature of the government as it usually 

involves increased spending on things such as public 

works and government programmes. It is used by 
governments to make economic decisions with 

respect to the use of resources, towards controlling 

and directing the economic activities of central public 

authorities. However, the level and type of central 

planning in any economy is generally connected to 

the sort of political regime that is in existence. 

Central planning has been found to be very useful 

during recessions, or any serious economic decline.  

Furthermore, it is possible to describe and thereby 

define such planning as an attempt to promote and 

coordinate, through central planning, institutions that 

affect the social and economic activities of central 
and regional governments with a view to achieving 

accelerated national development (Anyebe, 2014). 

Planning implies high level of regimentation and 

control, which however involves the acceptance of 

clearly defined sets of social and economic objectives 

in terms of which overall policies are framed. The 

planning process normally cuts across 

constitutionally delimited powers and functions of the 

central and regional governments and these two 

planning levels must be brought into harmony with 

each other in order to achieve success. It would 
obviously be damaging to the purpose of planning, if 

the component units go ahead with developing plans 

that conflict with each other and with the central 

government’s plan also.   

 

2.2. Theoretical Issues 

Two major, though opposing, theoretical 

prescriptions are usually applied in the management 

of a national economy (Ozughalu & Nwogwugwu, 

2012). These prescriptions can be found in the 

frameworks of the Classical and Keynesian theories. 

The Classical theorists advocate reliance on price 
mechanism, based on private ownership of factors of 

production, self-interest, perfect competition and free 

enterprise. The theory posits that under certain 

conditions (such as atomistic behavior, perfect 

mobility of factors of production and information 

symmetry), the market price mechanism guarantees 

the optimal allocation of resources.  

On the other hand, the Keynesian theorists believe 

that employment is a function of effective demand; 

effective demand brings about output; output creates 

income; and income creates employment. Therefore, 
effective demand determines the equilibrium level of 

employment and income (Jhingan, 2007). It is 

assumed that effective demand is determined by the 

aggregate supply function and the aggregate demand 

function. Thus, the theory asserts that all efforts 

should be directed towards improving the aggregate 

demand function as the only panacea for the problems 

of depression and unemployment (Jhingan, 2002). 

The Classical theory does not support government 

intervention in the economy, believing rather that the 

role of government in any economy should only be 

that of maintaining law and order and the creation of 
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relevant institutions and environment for the 

functioning of the market (Ozughalu 2006). On the 
other hand, Keynesian theorists advocate government 

intervention in an economy as the only way to 

guarantee optimal functioning of the economy.  

Development planning aligns with the Keynesian 

theory and its variants as found in the post-Keynesian 

theories. As observed by Obadan (2003), due to the 

limitations of the free market system, the invisible 

hand of the market must receive assistance from the 

visible hand of the government. This implies that 

deliberate planning of the government is required for 

the optimal functioning of an economy. However, 

such deliberate planning effort has to be directed 
towards strengthening, rather than supplanting the 

market system in the quest for accelerated 

development.  

 

III. DEVELOPMENT PLANNING IN NIGERIA 

 

3.1. Pre-Independence Plans 

Nigeria’s planning experience commenced during the 

colonial era in the immediate aftermath of the Second 

World War, when the Great Depression changed 

Britain’s thinking toward its overseas colonies 
(Utietiang, 2015). It exposed the contradictions and 

tensions inherent in European colonial rule as the 

colonies were not dependent on internal consumption, 

but on external trade. The initiative came from the 

then British Secretary of State for the colonies, who 

called upon Governments of all British dependencies 

to produce proposals for development under the 

Colonial Development and Welfare Act. Thus came 

the “Ten-year Plan and Welfare for Nigeria: 1946 – 

55” (Awoseyila, 1996).  This Plan marked the first 

attempt to draw up a consistent guideline for the 

allocation of resources for the development of the 
Nigerian economy, even though it was essentially an 

ad hoc list of selected projects without a common 

conceptual framework (Taiwo, 1995).  

When Nigeria became a Federation on October 1, 

1954 and more powers were given to the Regions, 

development planning became regionalised. Thus, the 

1946 Plan was terminated on March 31, 1955 and 

each of the three regional governments launched new 

plans with effects from April 1, 1955. The pre-

independence plans of both Federal and Regional 

Governments were however not comprehensive as 
each of the development schemes in the plans had no 

relationship with one another or to any broad national 

objective. The next major effort at planning in 

Nigeria was in 1953 when the World Bank was 

invited to send an economic mission to Nigeria. The 

1955-1960 economic programmes followed largely 

the recommendation of the Bank’s report. These pre-

independence plans were actually prepared by 

colonial government officials and therefore, the plans 

failed to satisfy the important requirement of good 

planning – namely, the involvement of the people 

whose welfare the plan was supposed to cater for.  It 

is important to note that these early attempts at 

national development planning were not very 
successful. One of the reasons was that attempts at 

centralised planning gave way to regional, 

uncoordinated planning when the country became a 

Federation. Other possible reasons that could be 

adduced for the pre-independence plans not being 

very successful include the absence of properly 

defined objectives relevant to the country’s needs and 

inadequate administrative machinery to provide high 

level capacity for plan implementation. 

 

3.2 The Four Fixed Medium-Term National 

Development Plans   

 

3.2.1. The First National Development Plan: 1962 

– 1968  

This was the first conscious effort by the newly 

independent government to set and quantify national 

objectives as well as to ensure a common national 

planning framework. The Plan was designed, among 

other things, to facilitate the achievement and 

maintenance of the highest possible rate of increase in 

the standard of living and to provide necessary 

conditions for wealth creation, including public 
support and awareness of the sacrifices that would be 

required. In specific terms, the plan aimed at 

achieving a minimum growth rate of 4% in the gross 

domestic product for the Nigerian economy and the 

acceptance of a common general priority by all 

governments. The highest priorities were accorded to 

agriculture, industry and the training of high and 

middle level manpower (Awoseyila 1996; Obadan 

2003). The Plan document envisaged a total 

investment programme of £2.366m for both the 

public and private sectors of the economy to bring 

about the desired objectives. 
 

3.2.2. The Second National Development Plan: 

1970 – 1974  

This Plan considered the effects of the civil war of 

1967 – 1970 and was expected to provide a blueprint 

for the major tasks of reconciliation, reconstruction 

and rehabilitation. In specific terms, the objectives 

which government sought to achieve through the Plan 

included establishing Nigeria firmly as: (i) a united, 

strong and self-reliant nation; (ii) a great and dynamic 

economy; (iii) a just and egalitarian society; (iv) a 
land of bright and full opportunities for all citizens; 

and (v) a free and democratic society (Obadan, 2003). 

It is worth mentioning that of the four fixed medium-

term national development plans operated in Nigeria 

between 1960 and 1985, the 1970 – 1974 plan stood 

out as containing the most passionate expression of 

the need for the country to play a greater role in 

international politics, particularly in Africa.  

 

The 1970-74 Plan documents aimed at increasing 

productivity with respect to agriculture, 

manufacturing industries, and the exploitation of 
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petroleum. Total public sector investment was fixed 

at £3.349m. 
 

3.2.3. The Third National Development Plan: 

1975 – 1980  

This Plan was unprecedented in terms of its ambitions 

with a planned growth rate of GDP projected at 9% 

per annum. However, in general, the primary 

objectives of the plan did not differ significantly from 

those of the 1970 – 1974 Plan except that, in addition, 

the 1975 – 1980 Plan sought to achieve a significant 

reduction in the level of unemployment, great 

diversification of the economy, balanced 

development and indigenisation of the economy 
(Awoseyila 1996; Obadan 2003). The Plan projected 

an aggregate investment expenditure in the economy 

to be around £45.000 million in order that the 

objectives of establishing Nigeria firmly as a united 

strong, and self-reliant nation, full of opportunities 

for all citizens and a free and democratic society can 

be achieved. 

 

3.2.4. The Fourth National Development Plan: 

1981 – 1985  

The overriding objective of development effort as 
contained in the Plan of 1981-1985 remained that of 

bringing about significant improvement in the living 

conditions of the people. The specific objectives 

included the reduction of the dependence of the 

economy on a narrow range of activities and the 

development of technology and significant increase in 

productivity. The planned growth rate in GDP was 

7.2% per annum (Awoseyila 1996). Of all the four 

fixed medium-term national development plans, the 

1981 – 1985 plan had the most dismal record of 

performance. The execution of the plan was plagued 

by serious financial problems. The financing of most 
of the projects was based on earnings from the oil 

sector. When the international oil market virtually 

collapsed in the 1980s, the level of capital investment 

had to be pruned down by about 40%. The global 

recession of the plan period could partly explain 

government’s inability to execute most of the planned 

projects, while uncoordinated policies and 

programmes of the Plan as well as carelessness 

appeared to have pre-empted any serious level of 

implementation. 

 

3.3. The Structural Adjustment Programme 

(SAP): 1986 – 1993  

At the end of 1985, it became obvious that budget-

tightening austerity measures alone would not solve 

economic problems of Nigeria. Thus, there was the 

suspension of efforts to formulate a fifth medium-

term national development plan for the 1986 – 1990 

period to tackle the fundamental structural problems 

in the economy. In 1986, the Structural Adjustment 

Programme (SAP) was put in place with a view to 

removing several areas of administrative controls by 

adopting a free market-oriented economy that would 

encourage private enterprise and more efficient use of 

resources (Awoseyila 1996). SAP was the most 
revolutionary approach taken to solve Nigeria’s long-

standing economic problems and it constituted the 

most controversial package of economic policies ever 

instituted in Nigeria (Obadan 2003).  

The objectives of SAP included: (i) to restructure and 

diversify the productive base of the Nigerian 

economy in order to reduce its dependence on the oil 

sector and on imports; (ii) to achieve fiscal and 

balance of payment viability in the short to medium 

term; (iii) to lay the foundation for a steady and 

sustainable non-inflationary economic growth; and 

(iv) to reduce the dominance of unproductive 
investments in the public sector and improve the 

sector’s efficiency as well as enhance the potentials 

of the private sector (Awoseyila 1996; Obadan 2003). 

The national plans that were thereafter introduced 

from 1990 onwards were carried out within the 

framework of SAP. Osaghae (1995) suggested that 

elements of SAP were still implemented up to 1993, 

when it became evident that the economic problems 

afflicting the country still remained. 

 

3.4. The Perspective Plan and Rolling Plans (1990-

1999)   

Subsequent to the implementation of SAP, the 

Military Government in 1990 jettisoned the regular, 

fixed, 5-year development plans and embarked on 

two types of national plans: perspective planning to 

cover 15-20 years and rolling plans that will cover 

three years, but subject to annual reviews. These were 

soon replaced in 1996 by the Vision 2010 which 

focused on all plans including long (perspective), 

medium (rolling) and annual plans (budgets) (Adubi, 

2002). The Vision became the first perspective plan 

for the country even though it failed to proceed 
beyond the death of the then military ruler, General 

Abacha, in 1998. The preparation of medium term 

plans turned out to be a yearly event and became 

almost indistinguishable from annual budgets as 

rolling plans when being prepared annually at all 

levels of government.  

 

3.5 National Economic Empowerment and 

Development Strategy (NEEDS): 2003-2007 

The National Economic Empowerment and 

Development Strategy (NEEDS) offered Nigeria 
another opportunity to experiment with medium-term 

economic development plan from 2003 to 2007. Onah 

(2006) posited that NEEDS focused on wealth 

creation, employment generation, poverty reduction 

and re-orientating value and these goals were to be 

realised by creating an environment in which 

business can thrive, government is redirected to 

providing basic services, and people are empowered 

to take advantage of the opportunities which the plan 

will usher. The strategies to drive the goals were: 

reforming government and its institutions; growing 

the private sector; implementing a social character 
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and value reorientation.  The Federal Government 

had in turn encouraged States and Local 
Governments to adopt and adapt the NEEDS 

document to suit its peculiar purposes, accordingly 

the equivalent of NEEDS in the states are called 

SEEDS, while in the local governments, they had the 

acronym LEEDS.  

 

3.6 Other Programmes  

The President Yar’adua administration that came into 

power in 2007 presented a Seven-Point Agenda to 

include tackling the problems of: Power and Energy; 

Food Security and Agriculture; Wealth Creation and 

Employment; Transport Sector; Land Reforms; 
Security; Education. These were supposed to be 

running alongside with the Nigerian version of the 

United Nations Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) of eradicating extreme poverty and hunger 

by 2015; achieving universal primary Education by 

2015; reducing child mortality by two-third by 2015; 

improving maternal health by 2015; combating 

HIV/AIDs, malaria and other preventable diseases by 

2015; ensuring environmental sustainability between 

2015 and 2020; and developing a global partnership 

for development by 2015 (Ibietan & Ekhosuehi, 
2013). 

 

IV. APPRAISAL OF DEVELOPMENT 

PLANNING IN NIGERIA 

 

It has been acknowledged in the literature that the 

adoption and implementation of development plans 

resulted in economic progress in some countries like 

India (Chakravarty,1987).  However, the same cannot 

be said of Nigeria. In appraising the Nigerian national 

economy over the study period, a number of 

parameters need to be considered.  
 

This is because there is a large number of political, 

social and economic variables that determine 

economic growth and development in any nation and 

none of these variables can be taken in isolation. The 

implementation of government policies, whether 

macroeconomic, trade, monetary or fiscal policies, 

tend to complement or contradict each other. Thus, it 

will be difficult to isolate the impact of development 

plans on the performance of economic aggregates in 

Nigeria. Within each plan document discussed earlier 
are specific and clear policy objectives. Common to 

them are the following: achievement of high growth 

rate, price stability, full employment, balance of 

payment equilibrium, infrastructural development and 

national stability (Onyemaechi, et al., 2013). 

Even though development planning has been a 

consistent fixture in Nigeria’s administrative system 

over the years it is clear that these plans have not 

achieved the expected results based on the above 

stated macroeconomic objectives. In Nigeria today, 

there exist widespread poverty, poor infrastructural 

facilities, massive unemployment, low industrial 

capacity utilisation, technological backwardness, low 

human life expectancy, urban congestion, excessive 
debt burden, environmental degradation, etc. 

(Iheanacho, 2014).  

 

The situation has become so critical that Nigeria was 

adjudged the poverty capital of the world in 2018 

(Brookings Institution, 2018). There were some initial 

gains through planning in the immediate post-colonial 

era (Obadan, 2003). However, after jettisoning fixed 

term medium plans and implementing about ten 

rolling plans from 1990 to 1999, Nigerians could not 

be said to be better off than they were during the 

years of fixed medium term planning in terms of 
socio-economic, political, infrastructure and 

technological development of the country (Okojie, 

2002). 

 

V. CONSTRAINTS TO PLANNING IN 

NIGERIA 

 

Nigeria has not been successful in its implementation 

of development plans due to many factors, some 

related, some not. The following are some of the 

reasons that can be adduced for these failures. 
1. Virtually all the plans were unrealistic in terms 

of their scope, resource availability and output. 

These became responsible for the non-realisation 

of the targets.  

2. Poor financing was a major explanatory factor in 

the failure of development planning initiatives 

and efforts.  

3. Slow pace of sectoral transformation, reinforced 

by the structural weakness of the economy as 

illustrated by the persistent dominance of the 

petroleum sub-sector in the GDP over the years. 

4. The observed corrupt tendencies of government 
representatives and contractors have over the 

years led to the untimely demise of most projects 

due to over-invoicing, inflated contract cost and 

kickbacks. 

5. Political instability resulting in frequent changes 

of regimes and therefore policy reversals. This 

led to projects and programmes being abandoned 

after colossal amounts of scarce resources must 

have been invested. 

6. Paucity of data as the country is yet to conduct 

scientifically proven and generally accepted 
population census to at least know the number of 

people to provide for.  

7. Inadequate executive capacity amongst project 

implementation agencies have led to poor 

projects conception, execution, control, co-

ordination, supervision and linkages at various 

levels. 

8. The flexible nature of the latter-day annual 

rolling plans encouraged lukewarm attitude in 

plan execution, since uncompleted projects could 

easily be rolled over without any serious 

concern. 
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9. Plan indiscipline and unnecessary partisanship; 

and poor or inadequate feasibility studies in 
planning. 

10. Development planning has always been regarded 

as a “big push strategy” which attempts to do 

virtually everything in one plan, thereby 

overstretching resources. 

 

VI. CONCLUSION AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Conclusion 
Development planning was introduced to Nigeria 

during the colonial era in 1946. Since political 
independence in 1960, Nigeria has implemented 

several types of development plans under various 

military and civilian governments. There were some 

initial benefits in the immediate post-independence 

period when the economic system was quite 

rudimentary.  

However, over the years, the economic indicators and 

aggregates worsened, such that there was little or no 

reliance on adequate planning as Ad-Hoc or Rolling 

plans were lately introduced. A number of factors 

were responsible for the poor performances as 
enumerated earlier. 

 

Recommendations 
Every nation needs a minimum level of planning to 

achieve set objectives, whether short-term, medium-

term, or long-term. To ensure effective plan 

implementation, the following are quite imperative: 

1. There is need to further strengthen the capability 

of the National Bureau of Statistics, National 

Population Commission, etc. to adopt modern 

techniques of data collection, processing, storage 

and retrieval to enhance credibility of 
information for planning purposes. 

2. A multi-sector approach to planning and 

implementation of public sector programmes and 

policies. Through this, the disconnection between 

planners and plan beneficiaries can be bridged.  

It is very important that there should be closer 

collaboration between the various levels of 

government in drawing up plan projections to 

make them realistic 

3. There should be harmonisation of development 

programmes and initiatives to enable plans 
operate in a holistic manner, rather than scattered 

ideas that results in poor implementation  

4. The private sector should be fully involved in all 

aspects of the development planning activities. 
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