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Abstract 
 
This study examines the contributions of Nigerians in the diaspora to the development of Nigeria between 
1999 and 2019. It focuses on political, economic, and socio-cultural dimensions of diaspora engagement 
and evaluates how remittances, knowledge transfer, and international advocacy have influenced national 
development. The paper adopts a descriptive and analytical approach, drawing from secondary sources 
including scholarly articles, institutional reports, and policy documents. Findings reveal that diaspora 
Nigerians play a significant role in foreign exchange earnings through remittances, capacity building 
through skills transfer, and political development through advocacy and participation in democratic 
processes. However, structural barriers such as weak institutional frameworks, lack of diaspora 
engagement policies, and corruption have limited optimal utilization of diaspora potentials. The study 
concludes that strategic diaspora engagement is essential for sustainable development in Nigeria. 
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Introduction 

Migration has become one of the most defining characteristics of the contemporary global system, driven 
largely by globalization, uneven economic development, political instability, and the search for improved 
living conditions. In the modern world, national borders have become increasingly porous to human 
movement, allowing individuals to relocate in pursuit of education, employment, security, and better 
standards of living. This global movement of people has produced what is now widely referred to as the 
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“diaspora phenomenon,” where citizens of a country reside outside their country of origin while 
maintaining emotional, economic, and cultural ties to their homeland1. Nigeria, being the most populous 
country in Africa and one of the largest migrant-sending nations globally, has developed a substantial 
diaspora population scattered across North America, Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and other parts of 
Africa. Nigerian migrants are highly visible in professional sectors such as medicine, engineering, 
academia, information technology, business, and international organizations. This widespread dispersion is 
partly a result of domestic challenges such as unemployment, infrastructural deficits, political instability in 
earlier decades, and the pursuit of higher educational opportunities abroad. Over time, this diaspora has 
evolved into a critical national asset due to its human capital, financial strength, and global networks2. 
Since Nigeria’s return to democratic governance in 1999, there has been a renewed recognition of the 
importance of engaging citizens abroad in national development processes. Democratic governance created 
new opportunities for institutional reforms, international cooperation, and diaspora engagement policies. 
Successive administrations have increasingly acknowledged that Nigerians abroad are not merely 
emigrants but strategic partners in development. This shift in perspective led to growing collaboration in 
areas such as foreign direct investment, remittance inflows, skills acquisition, educational partnerships, and 
socio-political advocacy3. The Nigerian diaspora is widely regarded as one of the most educated and 
economically productive African migrant communities globally. A significant proportion of Nigerians 
abroad possess tertiary and postgraduate qualifications, with many occupying high-ranking positions in 
multinational corporations, research institutions, healthcare systems, and financial organizations. Their 
contributions extend beyond financial remittances to include entrepreneurship, innovation, technology 
transfer, philanthropy, and institutional capacity building in Nigeria4. 

In addition to economic and intellectual contributions, Nigerians in the diaspora also play a growing role in 
shaping political discourse and governance practices in Nigeria. Diaspora advocacy groups frequently 
engage in lobbying foreign governments, monitoring elections, promoting democratic accountability, and 
supporting civil society organizations. These activities have strengthened Nigeria’s democratic 
consolidation by increasing international scrutiny and encouraging transparency in governance5.  

Between 1999 and 2019, Nigeria experienced multiple political transitions under different democratic 
administrations, each attempting in varying degrees to harness diaspora potential. However, early 
engagement strategies were largely uncoordinated and lacked institutional backing. It was not until later 
years that formal structures such as the Nigerians in Diaspora Commission (NiDCOM) were established to 
streamline diaspora relations and create a more structured framework for engagement6. The importance of 
diaspora contributions became even more pronounced due to Nigeria’s persistent economic challenges 
during the period under review. Fluctuations in global oil prices, declining government revenues, rising 
unemployment, and economic mismanagement created a dependence on external financial inflows. In this 
context, remittances from Nigerians abroad emerged as a major source of foreign exchange, often 
exceeding foreign direct investment and in some years rivaling oil revenues7. 

Despite the significant contributions of Nigerians in the diaspora, Nigeria has not fully harnessed their 
potential for national development. There exists a gap between diaspora capabilities and government 
policy frameworks. Many diaspora Nigerians express willingness to invest in Nigeria but are discouraged 

7 International Organization for Migration (IOM), World Migration Report Geneva: IOM, 2020. p.8. 
6 Nigerians in Diaspora Commission (NiDCOM), Policy Framework Report (Abuja: NiDCOM, 2020). 
5 G. Mohan, “Diaspora Engagement and Development,” Journal of International Development (2015). 
4OECD, Diaspora and Development: Bridging Institutions and Migrants (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2017). 

3Williams, Amah Maclean. "Nigerian India Relations and Technology Cooperation Challenges And Prospects." Akwa Ibom State University 
Journal of Arts (2025). 

2World Bank, Migration and Remittances Report (Washington DC: World Bank, 2019). 
1World Bank, Migration and Remittances Report (Washington DC: World Bank, 2019). 
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by bureaucratic inefficiencies, corruption, and unstable policy environments. Furthermore, there is 
insufficient coordination between diaspora groups and Nigerian institutions, leading to fragmented 
contributions rather than structured development impact. This study therefore seeks to analyze the extent 
of diaspora contributions and identify the challenges limiting their effectiveness8. 

Conceptual Clarification 

Diaspora 

The term “diaspora” generally refers to a population of people who have dispersed from their original 
homeland to multiple foreign countries while maintaining emotional, cultural, economic, and political ties 
with their country of origin. In the Nigerian context, the diaspora includes all Nigerians living outside the 
country either permanently or temporarily, including first-generation migrants and their descendants9. The 
Nigerian diaspora is not a homogeneous group; rather, it consists of individuals with different migration 
histories, legal statuses, professional backgrounds, and levels of integration into host societies. Despite 
these differences, they share a common identity rooted in Nigerian nationality, culture, and continued 
engagement with homeland affairs. 

Nigerian Diaspora 

On the face value, the phrase “Nigerian Diaspora” may appear to be a straightforward description. This 
may not necessarily be so. Methodologically speaking, defining the Nigerian Diaspora should begin with a 
clear understanding of the Nigeria state’s character, or at least its ethnic composition. Nigeria has over 250 
ethnic groups. The Nigerian state, the ancestral homeland, is central to any informed analysis and 
understanding of the dispersal of its peoples. It must be noted that the people who left Nigeria and their 
ethnic group, either coerced or otherwise, took their cultures, ideas, and identities with them as well, which 
could have been altered with time in the new environment. The point is that the Nigerian Diaspora does 
not present a single homogenous ethnic group, but a number of ethnic groups, whose identities are 
underpinned by their country of origin. To avoid the unending debate on the issue of Diaspora, the paper 
aligns itself with the position of the African Union. Already, the African Union (AU) has acknowledged 
the African Diaspora as the; 

The African Diaspora consists of peoples of African origin living outside the continent, irrespective of 
their citizenship and nationality and who are willing to contribute to the development of the continent and 
the building of the African Union10 

This study draws from the definition provided by the AU. For the purpose of this paper, the Nigerian 
Diaspora is defined as those Nigerians, irrespective of their ethnic, religious, geopolitical regions, living 
outside the country and who are desirous or already contributing to the development of Nigeria. It could 
then be further stated that Nigerian diaspora are Nigerian citizens or people of Nigerian heritage who live 
outside Nigeria, either temporarily or permanently, while often maintaining ties to Nigeria. These ties can 
include: Family relationships, Cultural traditions and language, Business and investment, sending money 
(remittances) to relatives in Nigeria, Participating in Nigerian community organizations abroad, 
Contributing skills, knowledge, and professional expertise to Nigeria. Nigerians in the diaspora live in 
many countries, including the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, Germany, United Arab Emirates, 
South Africa, and many other Countries. 

10 “Report of the Meeting of Experts on the Definition of the African Diaspora.” African Union, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. 11–12 April 2005. 
Web. 4 September 2013. 

9 Khachig Tölölyan, “The Contemporary Discourse of Diaspora Studies,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, 
2007. 

8 OECD, Diaspora and Development: Bridging Institutions and Migrants, Paris: OECD Publishing, 2017 
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Classifications of the Nigerian Diaspora 

The Nigerian diaspora can be classified in several ways depending on migration patterns, duration of stay, 
and level of engagement with Nigeria. One major classification is based on migration status, which 
includes permanent migrants, temporary migrants, and irregular migrants. Permanent migrants are those 
who have settled abroad indefinitely, often acquiring citizenship in host countries. Temporary migrants 
include students, professionals, and workers who intend to return home after a period of stay11. Another 
classification is based on skill level, dividing diaspora Nigerians into skilled, semi-skilled, and unskilled 
migrants. Skilled migrants include doctors, engineers, academics, IT professionals, and financial experts 
who contribute significantly to knowledge transfer and economic development. 

Migration 

Migration is the movement of people from one place to another to live, work, study, or seek safety. 
Migration can occur within a country or across international borders, and it may be temporary or 
permanent12. There are two main types: 

●​ Internal migration: Moving from one area to another within the same country, such as from a 
rural community to Lagos.  

●​ International migration: Moving from one country to another, such as from Nigeria to the United 
Kingdom or Canada.  

Development 

It is necessary to also clarify the issue of national development, and the role of Diaspora in development, 
especially within the context of this paper. Development is a word that is difficult to define because of the 
multifarious contextual usage of the concept. There are perhaps as many definitions of development and/or 
national development as there are scholars working on the subject. For the purpose of this paper, the 
concept of national development (economic, political, and social), especially as it relates to the role of 
Diaspora, is understood as bringing about valuable and positive changes that improves the living standards 
of the Nigerian people. In this context, development therefore is the process of growth, advancement, or 
positive change. It refers to the act of bringing something into a more mature, advanced, or useful state, 
whether that means a person learning a new skill, a business creating a product, or an entire economy 
industrializing13. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is anchored on the Transnationalism Theory, which explains how migrants maintain active 
connections across national borders. The theory argues that modern migration is no longer a complete 
break from the homeland but rather a continuous interaction between host and home countries. Diaspora 
communities participate in economic, political, and cultural exchanges that influence development 
outcomes in their countries of origin14. Transnationalism highlights how Nigerian migrants contribute to 
development through remittances, investments, political lobbying, and cultural exchange. It also 
emphasizes the role of technology in sustaining cross-border relationships through communication 
platforms and digital financial systems. 

 

14 Nina Glick Schiller, Linda Basch & Cristina Blanc-Szanton, “From Immigrant to Transmigrant,” Anthropological Quarterly, 1995. p.6 

13 Williams, Amah Maclean, and Nsidibe Akpan Usoro. "The Culture Of Regional Economic And Political Integration In Africa: A Review Of 
The Development Since 1960." 

12 International Organization for Migration (IOM), Migration Governance Framework, Geneva: IOM, 2019. 
11 International Organization for Migration (IOM), Migration Governance Framework, Geneva: IOM, 2019.  
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Historical Evolution of the Nigerian Diaspora 

The Nigerian diaspora represents one of Africa's most dynamic and influential transnational communities. 
It comprises millions of Nigerians and people of Nigerian descent residing across Africa, Europe, North 
America, Asia, the Caribbean, and Oceania. Although the term "diaspora" has gained prominence only in 
recent decades, the movement of peoples from the geographical area now known as Nigeria dates back 
several centuries. The historical evolution of the Nigerian diaspora reflects changing political, economic, 
social, and cultural realities, from precolonial trade and forced migration during the Atlantic slave trade to 
colonial labor migration and contemporary globalization15. 

Therefore, the evolution of the Nigerian diaspora cannot be understood as a single historical process. 
Rather, it developed through successive waves of migration, each shaped by distinct historical 
circumstances and producing different forms of identity, economic engagement, and political participation. 
Contemporary Nigerian communities abroad have become significant contributors to Nigeria's economy 
through remittances, investment, diplomacy, and knowledge transfer while simultaneously influencing the 
politics and societies of their host countries. 

The Precolonial Foundations of the Nigerian Diaspora 

Migration has always been a defining characteristic of societies occupying present-day Nigeria. Long 
before European contact, numerous ethnic groups, including the Hausa, Yoruba, Igbo, Kanuri, Nupe, Tiv, 
Ibibio, Efik, Edo, and Jukun, engaged in extensive regional movements for trade, warfare, pilgrimage, 
agriculture, and political expansion16. Among the Hausa, long-distance commercial networks connected 
Kano and Katsina with North Africa through the trans-Saharan trade. Muslim scholars, merchants, and 
pilgrims frequently settled in cities across Sudan, Mali, Niger, Chad, and Egypt. Similarly, Yoruba 
merchants established commercial communities throughout the Bight of Benin, while Igbo traders 
maintained commercial settlements along the Niger River and into Central Africa. 

These early migrations possessed many characteristics associated with diasporas some of which includes: 
permanent settlement outside homeland, maintenance of cultural identity, economic connections with 
homeland and regular communication between dispersed communities. However, these migrations 
remained largely within Africa and were voluntary17. 

The Atlantic Slave Trade and the First Global Nigerian Diaspora (15th–19th Centuries) 

The most transformative event in the formation of the Nigerian diaspora was the trans-Atlantic slave trade. 
Between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries, millions of Africans were forcibly transported to the 
Americas. The Bight of Benin and the Bight of Biafra, which encompass much of modern Nigeria, became 
major slave-exporting regions. Aderanti Adepoju, in the book, Migration in West Africa estimates that 
nearly three million enslaved people departed from ports such as: Bonny, Calabar, Brass, Lagos and 
Badagry18 According to the book, many originated from: Yoruba kingdoms, Igbo communities, Edo 
Kingdom, Efik territories and Ibibio communities.   

The diaspora created through slavery differed fundamentally from earlier migrations because it involved: 
forced displacement, destruction of family structures, enslavement and permanent separation from 
homeland. Nevertheless, enslaved Africans preserved significant elements of Nigerian cultures such that 
numerous descendants of enslaved Nigerians continue to identify with their ancestral heritage through 

18 Adepoju, Aderanti. Migration in West Africa. Dakar: CODESRIA, 2005. 
17 Adepoju, Aderanti. Migration in West Africa. Dakar: CODESRIA, 2005. 
16 Mbah, Peter. Emergent Nigerian Diaspora: History, Perspectives and Prospects. Enugu: Fourth Dimension Publishers, 2018  
15 Adepoju, Aderanti. Migration in West Africa. Dakar: CODESRIA, 2005 
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DNA testing and cultural revival movements. Thus, the Atlantic slave trade produced the first truly global 
Nigerian diaspora19. 

The Era of Return Migration (19th Century) 

Following abolition of the slave trade, significant numbers of formerly enslaved Africans returned to West 
Africa. According to Paul Lovejoy, important returnee groups included freed slaves educated in Sierra 
Leone and migrated to Lagos during the nineteenth century. Some of them became merchants, teachers, 
lawyers, doctors, journalists, missionaries. Individuals such as Reverend Samuel Ajayi Crowther 
profoundly shaped education, Christianity, and linguistic development20. This period demonstrated that 
diaspora migration was not merely outward movement but could involve significant return migration that 
transformed homeland societies. 

Colonial Labour Migration (1900–1960) 

British colonial rule fundamentally altered migration patterns. The colonial economy encouraged 
movement of Nigerians across West Africa and the British Empire. Many Nigerians worked in Ghana 
(then Gold Coast), Sierra Leone, The Gambia, Cameroon and places in East Africa. Colonial educational 
policies also produced a small elite who studied in Britain. Notable students included: Nnamdi Azikiwe, 
Obafemi Awolowo and Tafawa Balewa. These overseas experiences exposed Nigerians to Pan-Africanism, 
nationalism, anti-colonial movements and constitutional democracy. Diaspora communities became 
centers of political activism against colonial rule21. 

Post-Independence Educational Migration (1960–1970) 

Following independence in 1960, Nigeria invested heavily in education. Government scholarships enabled 
thousands of Nigerians to study abroad in Britain, United States, Canada; Soviet Union and other places 
like India. Most students intended to return after graduation but the majority of them refused to return. 
During this period, migration was generally viewed as temporary and developmental. However, some 
highly trained professionals returned to contribute to universities, civil service, engineering, medicine, and 
public administration. Nwajiaku-Dahou, Kathryn describes this period as one of "brain circulation" rather 
than "brain drain."22 

Civil War and Refugee Migration (1967–1970) 

The Nigerian Civil War generated one of the earliest politically induced waves of Nigerian migration. 
Thousands of refugees, students, professionals and political activists left Nigeria. Consequently, many Igbo 
families settled permanently in Britain, Canada and the United States. The war also strengthened 
international humanitarian awareness of Nigeria. For many migrants, return became impossible due to 
political uncertainty and economic disruption23. 

Economic Crisis and the Brain Drain (1980s–1990s) 

The oil boom of the 1970s was followed by severe economic decline. As observed by Peter Mbah, factors 
driving migration included: Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP), unemployment, inflation, declining 
universities, political instability, military dictatorship. Highly skilled professionals emigrated in large 

23 Williams, Amah M. "The Aburi Accord and its Role in the Nigerian Civil War." Journal of History and Military Studies 3, no. 2 (2017): 
27-38. 

22 Nwajiaku-Dahou, Kathryn. "The Nigerian Diaspora and Development." In Migration and Development in Africa, edited by Jonathan Crush, 
87–109. Cape Town: Southern African Migration Programme, 2010 

21 Mbah, Peter. Emergent Nigerian Diaspora: History, Perspectives and Prospects. Enugu: Fourth Dimension Publishers, 2018. 
 

20 Lovejoy, Paul E. Transformations in Slavery: A History of Slavery in Africa. 3rd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012  
19 Adepoju, Aderanti, Migration in West Africa, p 56 
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numbers. Doctors moved primarily to Britain, United States, Saudi Arabia and other parts of the world. In 
like manner, Academics relocated to places like South Africa, Europe, North America and other parts of 
the world. Engineers and ICT professionals increasingly sought employment globally. This period became 
synonymous with Nigeria's "brain drain." While Nigeria lost valuable human capital, migrants began 
sending substantial remittances home24. 

Democratic Era and Globalization (1999–Present) 

The restoration of democracy in 1999 coincided with globalization and rapid technological change. Hence, 
migration expanded dramatically to new destinations such as: United Arab Emirates, China, Malaysia, 
Australia and South Africa. This wave of migration was basically motivated by factors such as education, 
entrepreneurship, skilled employment, family reunification, investment, international careers. Highly 
educated Nigerians emerged as leaders in medicine, academia, finance, engineering, diplomacy, 
technology25. Also, the rise of digital communication transformed diaspora-homeland relations. Social 
media enabled continuous interaction with families, businesses, and political developments in Nigeria. 

Institutionalization of the Nigerian Diaspora 

Recognizing the growing importance of overseas Nigerians, the government gradually institutionalized 
diaspora engagement. As observed in this paper, this informed the establishment of the Nigerians in 
Diaspora Commission (NIDCOM), constitutional recognition of diaspora contributions, annual Nigerian 
Diaspora Day, diaspora investment initiatives, voting rights debates and diaspora bonds. Today, 
remittances from Nigerians abroad consistently rank among Africa's highest and frequently exceed foreign 
direct investment in several years26. 

Table 1 

Historical Phases of the Nigerian Diaspora 

Period Nature of Migration Main Characteristics 

Precolonial 
Trade and regional migration Voluntary settlement across 

Africa 

Atlantic Slave Trade Forced migration Global African diaspora 

Colonial Era 
Labour and education  

West African and British 
migration 

Independence 
Educational migration 

Temporary professional 
training 

Civil War Refugee migration Political displacement 

SAP Era Brain drain Skilled emigration 

Democratic Era 
Global migration 

Knowledge economy and 
transnationalism 

 

26 Zeleza, Paul Tiyambe. "Diaspora Dialogues: Engagements between Africa and Its Diasporas." African Sociological Review 9, no. 1 (2005): 
31–68 

25 Nwajiaku-Dahou, Kathryn. "The Nigerian Diaspora and Development." In Migration and Development in Africa, edited by Jonathan Crush, 
87–109. Cape Town: Southern African Migration Programme, 2010. 

24 Mbah, Peter. Emergent Nigerian Diaspora: History, Perspectives and Prospects. Enugu: Fourth Dimension Publishers, 2018. 
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The table above shows in summary the historical evolution of the Nigerian diaspora which illustrates a 
remarkable transition from regional precolonial mobility to one of the world's largest and most influential 
transnational communities. What began with voluntary trade networks was dramatically reshaped by the 
forced migrations of the Atlantic slave trade, reconfigured through colonial education and labour 
movements, and expanded by post-independence educational opportunities, political upheavals, and 
globalization. As will be seen in this paper, the Nigerian diaspora today functions not merely as a dispersed 
population but as a strategic partner in national development, contributing through remittances, 
investment, technology transfer, diplomacy, cultural promotion, and political engagement. Rather than 
viewing the diaspora solely through the lens of migration, this paper recognizes it as an extension of 
Nigeria's economic, intellectual, and diplomatic presence in the international system. 

Growth of Diaspora Engagement (1999–2019) 

Between 1999 and 2019, diaspora engagement with Nigeria expanded significantly due to globalization 
and improved communication technologies. The Nigerian government gradually began to recognize 
diaspora communities as strategic partners in development. Initiatives such as investment forums, diaspora 
summits, and policy dialogues were introduced to encourage participation in national development27. 
Despite these developments, engagement remained uneven due to policy inconsistencies, weak 
institutional frameworks, and lack of trust between diaspora communities and government institutions. 
Nevertheless, diaspora organizations continued to play active roles in philanthropy, education support, and 
healthcare development in Nigeria. 

Political Contributions of Nigerians in the Diaspora 

Nigerians in the diaspora have increasingly become active participants in shaping the political 
development of their home country. Their political contributions are expressed through advocacy for 
democratic governance, electoral accountability, and institutional reforms. Diaspora organizations often 
engage international communities and foreign governments to draw attention to governance issues in 
Nigeria, thereby increasing external pressure for transparency and accountability28. In addition, diaspora 
Nigerians participate in political discourse through media platforms, social networks, and organized 
forums. These platforms allow them to influence public opinion, mobilize civic awareness, and promote 
democratic values among citizens both at home and abroad. Diaspora political engagement also includes 
contributions to electoral processes in Nigeria, particularly through voter education campaigns and election 
monitoring initiatives. While diaspora voting rights remain limited, advocacy groups continuously push for 
legal reforms that would allow Nigerians abroad to participate in national elections. Furthermore, diaspora 
professionals have contributed to governance by returning to Nigeria to serve in public offices, advisory 
roles, and policy development committees. Their exposure to advanced governance systems abroad often 
introduces new administrative practices and reforms into Nigerian institutions29. 

Specifically, mention can be made of some Nigerians who have promoted democratic governance through 
advocacy, election monitoring, policy engagement, lobbying, and civic education. They have also 
influenced governance reforms by participating in public service and policy formulation. Some of these 
notable Nigerians include the likes of Oby Ezekwesili who has used international platforms to advocate for 
good governance, transparency, accountability, and electoral reforms. She also engages with Nigerians in 
the diaspora on democratic development and public policy. Another Nigerian in Diaspora worthy of 
mention is Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala. Although serving in an international institution, she has influenced 
governance and economic reforms in Nigeria to a great extent. She Promotes transparency, fiscal 

29 Nigerians in Diaspora Commission (NiDCOM), Diaspora Engagement Strategy Report, Abuja: NiDCOM, 2020 
28 Stephen Castles & Mark Miller, The Age of Migration, London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014. p.45 
27 World Bank, Leveraging Migration for Development, Washington DC: World Bank, 2018. 
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responsibility, and sound public policy. There are also the likes of Akinwumi Adesina who supported 
policy reforms, agricultural transformation, and sustainable development initiatives that strengthen 
governance and public institutions. The renowned literary icon, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie is also worthy 
of mention. She uses international platforms to encourage civic engagement, democratic values, and 
accountable leadership30.  

Economic Contributions: Remittances and Investments 

The economic contributions of Nigerians in the diaspora represent one of the most significant dimensions 
of their impact on national development. Diaspora remittances constitute a major source of foreign 
exchange earnings for Nigeria and have consistently contributed billions of dollars annually to the national 
economy. These inflows support household consumption, education, healthcare, and small business 
development31. Beyond remittances, diaspora Nigerians also invest in real estate, banking, agriculture, and 
technology sectors. These investments not only generate employment but also contribute to economic 
diversification in Nigeria’s oil-dependent economy. Diaspora entrepreneurship has also played a crucial 
role in bridging Nigeria’s infrastructural and technological gaps. Many diaspora Nigerians establish 
startups and business partnerships in Nigeria, particularly in fintech, e-commerce, and telecommunications 
sectors. These ventures introduce innovation and global best practices into the Nigerian business 
environment. Additionally, diaspora investors often contribute through public-private partnerships aimed at 
improving infrastructure such as energy, transportation, and healthcare facilities. However, challenges such 
as policy instability and corruption often limit the scale of these investments32. 

Available records also show that many Nigerian Diaspora also give funds in support of household welfare, 
education, healthcare, entrepreneurship, and investments in sectors such as real estate, agriculture, 
banking, and technology. Diaspora professionals have also introduced innovation, entrepreneurship, and 
global best practices into the Nigerian economy. A good example is Adebayo Ogunlesi who has made 
substantial investment in infrastructure and business development, supports education and mentorship 
through philanthropy and promotes Nigeria internationally through business leadership. Another example 
is Tope Awotona. Tope has investments in Nigeria's technology ecosystem, mentors’ Nigerian 
entrepreneurs and startups and encourages innovation and digital entrepreneurship. Also, Iyinoluwa 
Aboyeji has contributed significantly to Nigeria's startup ecosystem. He Co-founded technology 
companies and supports young innovators and invests in African startups33. 

Another example is the Nigerians in the Diaspora Organisation (NIDO). It is the largest umbrella 
organization for Nigerians living abroad. This organization has made substantial contributions to the 
development of Nigeria through, investment promotion, medical outreach programmes, skills and 
knowledge transfer, business networking, policy advocacy and support for education and healthcare 
initiatives34. Also worthy of mention is the Association of Nigerian Physicians in the Americas (ANPA). 
This association of Nigerian professionals have carried out many medical missions to Nigeria, including 
free surgeries and consultations, donation of medical equipment and training for Nigerian healthcare 
professionals. 

 

 

34 OECD, Diaspora Investment and Development Report (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2017 

33 Ngonso, Blessed, Atairet Atairet, Bassey Bassey, Amah Williams, and Peter Egielewa. "Media complexity in the mirroring of Nigerian 
political system: A historical appraisal." (2023) 

32 OECD, Diaspora Investment and Development Report (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2017 
31 World Bank, Migration and Development Brief, Washington DC: World Bank, 2019. 

30 Ngonso, Blessed, Atairet Atairet, Bassey Bassey, Amah Williams, and Peter Egielewa. "Media complexity in the mirroring of Nigerian 
political system: A historical appraisal." (2023). 
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Socio-Cultural Contributions of The Diaspora 

The socio-cultural contributions of Nigerians in the diaspora are evident in the preservation and global 
promotion of Nigerian culture. Diaspora communities actively promote Nigerian languages, cuisine, 
music, fashion, and festivals in their host countries. Through cultural associations and community 
organizations, they maintain strong ties to Nigerian identity while fostering multicultural understanding 
abroad35. Furthermore, diaspora Nigerians contribute to education and healthcare development through 
scholarships, training programs, and philanthropic initiatives. Many diaspora professionals organize 
medical missions, academic exchanges, and community development projects in Nigeria, thereby 
strengthening human capital development. 

Socio-culturally, the diaspora has projected Nigerian culture globally through music, fashion, language, 
literature, festivals, cuisine sports, and cultural exchange. They have strengthened Nigeria's global image, 
increased tourism, and created economic opportunities. The following are some examples of these 
contributions: 

●​ Promotion of Nigerian Music: Nigerian artists living abroad or collaborating internationally have 
made Afrobeats and other Nigerian music genres globally popular. By doing this they promote 
Nigerian languages such as Yoruba, Igbo, and Pidgin English through music, Showcase Nigerian 
culture to international audiences, create employment in the music and entertainment industry and 
increase international recognition of Nigerian music. This could be seen in the likes of Burna Boy, 
Wizkid, Davido, Tiwa Savage and many others36.  

●​ Promotion of Nigerian Fashion: Diaspora Nigerians have introduced Nigerian fashion to 
international markets. They promote: Ankara prints, Aso-oke fabrics, Adire textiles and 
Nigerian-inspired contemporary designs. These have resulted in Increased global demand for 
Nigerian fashion, export opportunities for Nigerian designers and employment within Nigeria's 
textile and fashion industries. This could be seen in the fashion business of some Nigerians like 
Deola Sagoe, Lisa Folawiyo, Veekee James amongst others.  

●​ Promotion of Nigerian Cuisine: Nigerian restaurants and food businesses established by the 
diaspora have introduced Nigerian cuisine worldwide. Popular foods include: Jollof rice, Pounded 
yam, Egusi soup, Suya, Moi moi amongst others. The result of these can be seen in the increased 
appreciation of Nigerian culture, growth of Nigerian-owned restaurants abroad and promotion of 
Nigerian agricultural products. 

●​ Literature and Arts: Nigerian writers in the diaspora have projected Nigerian history, identity, and 
culture through internationally acclaimed books. Nigerian authors like Chimamanda Ngozi 
Adichie, Helon Habila, Teju Cole, Chinue Achebe amongst others, through their literary works 
have preserved Nigerian cultural heritage, promote understanding of Nigerian society and inspire 
younger generations.  

●​ Cultural Festivals: It is also instructive to mention here that Nigerian diaspora communities 
organize Nigerian cultural festivals around the world. Such activities usually include, Traditional 
dances, cultural exhibitions, food fairs, fashion shows, music performances. These festivals 
preserve Nigerian traditions, strengthen ties among Nigerians abroad and introduce Nigerian 
culture to non-Nigerians. A good example of this is the Nigerians in Diaspora Organisation (NIDO) 
cultural events and Nigerian Independence Day celebrations organized by diaspora associations.  

36 Ngonso, Blessed Frederick, Amah Maclean Williams, and Latifah Efua. "The yahooism phenomenon in Nigeria: Tracing its historical 
development, social media propagation, and consequences for culture, economy, and Nigeria's external relations." Nigerian Journal of 
Communication Review (NJCR) Vol 4, no. 1 (2025). 

35 Aderanti Adepoju, “Migration and Social Change in Africa,” African Affairs Journal (2006) 
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●​ Promotion of Nigerian Languages: Diaspora families and community organizations teach many 
Nigerian languages abroad such as the Yoruba, Igbo, Hausa and Nigerian Pidgin among others. 
This helps preserve Nigerian identity among younger generations born outside Nigeria. 

●​ Film and Entertainment: Diaspora actors, filmmakers, and producers have contributed to the 
international success of Nollywood. They invest in film production, promote Nigerian films 
internationally, collaborate with global studios, and expand international audiences for Nigerian 
stories. 

●​ Sports: In the field of sports, many athletes of Nigerian heritage living abroad have enhanced 
Nigeria's international reputation and inspired young people. In football, boxing and other sports, 
many Nigerians have made the spotlight. Their achievements encourage youth participation in 
sports and promote Nigeria's image globally. 

Findings on Diaspora Contributions to Nigeria’s Development 

The findings from this study reveal that Nigerians in the diaspora make substantial contributions to 
national development across economic, political, and socio-cultural dimensions. One of the most 
significant findings is that remittances from diaspora Nigerians constitute a stable and reliable source of 
foreign exchange, often surpassing other external financial inflows such as foreign direct investment37. The 
study also finds that diaspora engagement has contributed to human capital development in Nigeria 
through knowledge transfer, professional training, and international collaborations. These contributions are 
particularly evident in sectors such as healthcare, education, and information technology. 

Structural Challenges Affecting Diaspora Contributions 

Despite the significant contributions of Nigerians in the diaspora, several structural challenges limit their 
full impact on national development. One major challenge is inadequate institutional coordination between 
government agencies responsible for diaspora affairs. This lack of coordination results in fragmented 
policies and ineffective implementation of diaspora engagement strategies38.  

Another structural challenge is the weak infrastructure within Nigeria, which discourages diaspora 
investment. Poor electricity supply, inadequate transportation systems, and bureaucratic inefficiencies 
reduce investor confidence among diaspora Nigerians who may otherwise be willing to invest in the 
country. 

Policy Gaps in Diaspora Engagement 

The study further identifies significant policy gaps in Nigeria’s approach to diaspora engagement. 
Although efforts have been made to establish institutions such as NiDCOM, there remains a lack of 
comprehensive and coherent national diaspora policy that integrates economic, political, and social 
dimensions of engagement39. Additionally, policy inconsistency across successive governments has 
undermined long-term planning and discouraged sustained diaspora participation in development 
initiatives. Many diaspora Nigerians express concerns about unstable regulatory environments and lack of 
clear investment protection frameworks40. 

Institutional Weaknesses 

Institutional weaknesses remain a major barrier to maximizing diaspora contributions in Nigeria. Many 
government institutions responsible for investment promotion, migration management, and foreign affairs 

40 Williams, Amah Maclean, Nsidibe Akpan Usoro, and Esther Kingsley Egemba. "Democratic culture and good governance in Nigeria: A 
historical perspective." International Journal of Education and Science Development 1, no. 1 (2022): 55-70. 

39 OECD, Policy Framework on Migration and Development, Paris: OECD Publishing, 2019 
38 Nigerians in Diaspora Commission (NiDCOM), Policy Implementation Review, Abuja: NiDCOM, 2021. 
37 World Bank, Migration and Remittances Brief (Washington DC: World Bank, 2020). 
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operate in silos, leading to duplication of efforts and inefficiency41. Corruption and lack of transparency 
further weaken institutional credibility, reducing trust between diaspora communities and Nigerian 
authorities. As a result, many diaspora Nigerians prefer informal channels of investment and engagement 
rather than formal government-led initiatives. 

Contributions to Knowledge 

This study contributes to existing knowledge by highlighting the multidimensional nature of diaspora 
engagement in Nigeria’s development process. It expands understanding beyond remittances to include 
political advocacy, institutional development, and socio-cultural influence42. 

Furthermore, the study emphasizes that diaspora contributions are not automatic but depend on enabling 
institutional frameworks, policy stability, and mutual trust between migrants and home governments. This 
insight provides a more nuanced understanding of migration and development dynamics in the Nigerian 
context. 

Summary of Findings 

This study examined the contributions of Nigerians in the diaspora to the development of Nigeria between 
1999 and 2019. The analysis shows that diaspora Nigerians have played a crucial role in national 
development through economic, political, and socio-cultural channels. Economically, diaspora remittances 
constitute one of the largest sources of external financial inflows into Nigeria, supporting household 
welfare, education, healthcare, and entrepreneurship. 

Politically, Nigerians in the diaspora have contributed through advocacy for good governance, democratic 
accountability, electoral reforms, and civic engagement. Their influence is evident in both domestic and 
international platforms where issues of governance and human rights are actively discussed and addressed. 

Socio-culturally, the diaspora has contributed significantly to the preservation and global promotion of 
Nigerian culture, including language, music, fashion, and traditions. In addition, diaspora professionals 
have facilitated knowledge transfer through educational programs, medical missions, and capacity-building 
initiatives. 

However, despite these contributions, several challenges persist. These include weak institutional 
frameworks, policy inconsistencies, corruption, infrastructural deficits, and lack of coherent diaspora 
engagement strategies. These limitations have prevented Nigeria from fully harnessing the developmental 
potential of its diaspora population. 

Conclusion 

The Nigerian diaspora represents a strategic national asset with immense potential for driving sustainable 
development. Between 1999 and 2019, diaspora contributions have significantly influenced Nigeria’s 
economic growth, political development, and socio-cultural transformation. However, the impact of these 
contributions remains partially constrained by structural and institutional inefficiencies within Nigeria’s 
governance system. 

The study concludes that diaspora engagement must move beyond ad hoc arrangements to a more 
structured, institutionalized, and policy-driven framework. Effective diaspora integration requires strong 
political will, transparent governance, stable economic policies, and improved infrastructure. 

42 G. Mohan & A. Zack-Williams, “Globalisation from Below: Diaspora Networks,” Review of African Political Economy (2002) 
41 Transparency International, Corruption Perception Report: Nigeria (Berlin: TI, 2020) 
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If properly harnessed, the Nigerian diaspora can serve as a powerful catalyst for national transformation, 
bridging development gaps and enhancing Nigeria’s global competitiveness. Strengthening diaspora 
relations is therefore not optional but essential for long-term national development. 

Recommendation 

Based on the findings of this study on the contributions of Nigerians in the diaspora to the development of 
Nigeria (1999–2019), the following recommendations are proposed to enhance diaspora engagement and 
maximize its developmental impact: 

Development of a Comprehensive Diaspora Policy Framework 

The Federal Government of Nigeria should formulate and implement a clear, comprehensive, and 
long-term national diaspora policy. Such a framework should integrate economic, political, and 
socio-cultural dimensions of diaspora engagement and ensure continuity across successive administrations. 
This will reduce policy inconsistency and strengthen institutional coordination. 

Strengthening of Diaspora Institutions 

Institutions such as the Nigerians in Diaspora Commission (NiDCOM) should be further empowered 
through adequate funding, legal backing, and operational autonomy. There should also be improved 
coordination between NiDCOM, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and investment promotion agencies to 
avoid duplication of functions and improve efficiency. 

Creation of Diaspora Investment Incentives 

The government should introduce targeted incentives such as tax reliefs, simplified business registration 
processes, and investment guarantees for diaspora Nigerians. Establishing diaspora investment bonds and 
special economic windows would also encourage greater participation in national development projects. 

Improvement of Governance and Institutional Transparency 

Reducing corruption and improving transparency in public institutions is essential for building trust with 
the diaspora community. Strengthened anti-corruption mechanisms and improved accountability will 
encourage diaspora Nigerians to invest more confidently in Nigeria’s economy and development programs. 

Diaspora Voting and Political Inclusion 

Nigeria should consider constitutional and electoral reforms that allow diaspora Nigerians to participate in 
national elections. This will enhance political inclusion and strengthen their sense of belonging and 
responsibility toward national development. 

Infrastructure Development 

Improvement in critical infrastructure such as electricity, transportation, healthcare, and digital 
connectivity is essential to attract diaspora investments. A stable and enabling environment will encourage 
return migration and long-term investment commitments. 

Enhanced Knowledge and Skills Transfer Mechanisms 

The government should establish structured programs that facilitate temporary return of diaspora 
professionals for teaching, medical missions, research collaboration, and technical training. Partnerships 
with universities and research institutions should also be strengthened. 

Strengthening Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) 

Diaspora Nigerians should be actively integrated into public-private partnership frameworks to support 
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infrastructure development, industrialization, and technological innovation. This will help bridge Nigeria’s 
development gaps while leveraging diaspora expertise. 

Improved Data Collection and Diaspora Engagement Database 

Nigeria should develop a centralized and updated database of its diaspora population to facilitate effective 
planning and engagement. Accurate data will improve policy formulation and targeted development 
interventions. 

Promotion of Cultural and National Identity Programs 

Government and diaspora organizations should collaborate in promoting Nigerian culture abroad through 
cultural festivals, exchange programs, and media platforms. This will strengthen identity ties and 
encourage continuous engagement with the homeland. 
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