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Executive Summary

Leadership remains one of the most important determinants of the success, stability and growth
of individuals, organisations, institutions and nations. Although public discourse in Nigeria often
focuses on corruption, embezzlement, insecurity, unemployment and weak institutions as the
major obstacles to development, these problems may also be understood within a broader
structural challenge: low productivity. At the Academy for Governance, productivity is not
viewed narrowly as the quantity of goods produced, the volume of raw materials extracted or the
amount of revenue generated. Rather, productivity is understood as the capacity of the entire
national system to transform available human, material, institutional and financial resources into
meaningful and sustainable outcomes.

This article argues that leadership occupies a central position in this productivity equation.
Effective leadership provides direction, strategic leadership defines the pathway, proper
governance creates the institutional environment, while productivity offers an important
indication of whether resources and capabilities are being successfully converted into value. For
Nigeria to achieve sustainable development, it therefore requires a Nigeria centric approach to
leadership and governance, one that is rooted in the country's peculiar realities, develops relevant
capabilities, strengthens trust and institutions, and deliberately directs national resources towards
productive outcomes.

Introduction

Leadership is one factor that significantly influences the success and growth of every organised
human endeavour. Whether we are speaking about an individual, family, business enterprise,
educational institution, public organisation or an entire country, leadership plays a central role in
determining direction, coordinating resources and shaping outcomes. There are different levels
and expressions of leadership, and while some leadership roles are highly visible, others operate
within communities, organisations, institutions and professional environments. Despite these
differences, one principle remains fundamental: wherever people and resources are organised
around a particular purpose, leadership occupies a central position.



This is particularly important in the context of national development. Countries do not become
prosperous simply because they possess natural resources, large populations, favourable
geography or ambitious development plans. These resources must be deliberately organised,
managed and deployed towards clearly defined objectives. The quality of leadership therefore
influences whether national resources are transformed into growth, stability, opportunity and
improved living conditions. In Nigeria, however, the national conversation on leadership
frequently begins and ends with the personalities occupying public office, while insufficient
attention is sometimes paid to the broader leadership architecture, institutional capacity and
strategic thinking required to achieve sustainable progress.

The more important question is therefore not simply whether Nigeria has leaders. Every country
has leaders. The deeper question is whether those leaders possess the strategic capacity to
understand national problems, define priorities, mobilise people, allocate resources effectively,
strengthen institutions and sustain progress beyond their period in office. This is where strategic
leadership becomes indispensable.

Leadership as the Centre of National Development

Leadership should not be understood merely as the exercise of authority. At its most meaningful
level, leadership involves providing direction, influencing behaviour, coordinating people and
resources, building confidence and creating the conditions necessary for collective objectives to
be achieved. For every central national objective, leadership lies somewhere within the process.
A country may possess considerable natural resources, but leadership determines how those
resources are managed. A government may formulate policies, but leadership determines
whether those policies are implemented. An institution may employ competent individuals, but
leadership influences whether their knowledge and skills are productively utilised. A country
may acquire technology, but leadership determines whether that technology is appropriately
deployed.

Leadership therefore sits at the intersection of people, resources, institutions and strategy. This
explains why weaknesses in leadership can affect almost every sector of national life. Poor
decisions at the leadership level can weaken institutions, misdirect public resources, undermine
trust and reduce productivity. Conversely, capable and strategic leadership can strengthen
institutions, encourage innovation, improve resource allocation and mobilise people towards
productive engagement. Leadership should therefore be regarded as an enabling force within
development rather than merely as a position of authority.

The Need for a Nigeria Centric Development Philosophy

Every society develops within a particular historical, cultural, institutional and economic
environment. Consequently, a development strategy that succeeds in one country cannot
necessarily be transferred directly to another without adjustment. Nigeria can and should learn
from international experience, but learning from other countries should not amount to
mechanically reproducing foreign models. The country requires a development philosophy



sufficiently grounded in its own realities, capabilities, demographic structure, resource base and
institutional circumstances.

A Nigeria centric approach begins by asking fundamental questions about Nigeria itself. What
type of society do we intend to build? What are our strengths and weaknesses? What resources
do we possess? What capabilities are required? What opportunities are available? What
institutional limitations must be addressed? What kind of citizens must our educational system
develop? What sectors can drive productive transformation? These questions must be answered
from within the Nigerian context. Nigeria's population, diversity, economic structure, human
capital and institutional history differ from those of other countries, and strategy must therefore
begin with an accurate diagnosis of domestic realities.

Nigeria centricity does not imply intellectual isolation. Rather, it means that international
knowledge, theories and best practices should be interpreted and applied in a manner consistent
with Nigeria's actual developmental needs. A country that does not adequately understand its
own condition will find it difficult to design an effective pathway towards its desired future.

Beyond Corruption: Understanding Nigeria's Productivity
Challenge

When Nigerians are asked to identify the country's most serious problems, common responses
include corruption, embezzlement, insecurity, unemployment, poverty, inadequate infrastructure,
political instability and weak institutions. These are undoubtedly important challenges, but one
useful way of understanding the broader development problem is to examine the question of
productivity. From the perspective of the Academy for Governance, low productivity constitutes
a central challenge because it cuts across virtually every dimension of national life.

This does not suggest that corruption, insecurity or institutional weakness are insignificant.
Rather, it recognises that many of these problems eventually manifest in the inability of systems
to create sufficient value from available resources. A productive national system is one in which
human, financial, institutional and material resources are efficiently transformed into outcomes
that improve society. The challenge arises when productivity is understood too narrowly. Many
people associate it exclusively with factories, agriculture, mining, oil production or government
revenue. In reality, productivity applies equally to education, healthcare, transportation,
communication, public administration, research, technology, security, private enterprise and
leadership itself.

The central question should therefore always be: What value is being created from the

resources available? This question changes how national performance is assessed because it
moves attention away from mere activity and towards measurable outcomes.

Productivity in Its Broader National Context

In education, productivity should not simply be measured by the number of schools established
or the number of students who graduate. A productive educational system should produce



knowledge, competence, creativity, innovation and problem solving ability. The important
question is not merely how many people pass through the educational system, but what they are
capable of doing after leaving it. Education becomes productive when it develops people who
can create value, solve problems and contribute meaningfully to national development.

Healthcare presents a similar challenge. A country may construct hospitals, employ health
workers and purchase equipment, yet the true measure of productivity lies in whether these
resources improve accessibility, quality of care, disease prevention and health outcomes.
Transportation must also be viewed through the productivity lens. A productive transportation
system reduces the cost and time involved in moving people and goods, whereas poor
transportation affects businesses, workers, agriculture, education and almost every other
productive activity.

Communication and digital infrastructure are equally important because modern economies
depend heavily on the ability to exchange information rapidly and securely. Public institutions
must also be evaluated according to productivity. The number of employees in a ministry, the
number of memoranda written or the amount of money allocated to an agency should not
constitute the principal measure of effectiveness. The more important question is whether the
institution actually delivers the public value for which it was created. A productive state must
therefore continuously examine the relationship between inputs and outcomes.

Leadership and the Productivity Equation

Once productivity is understood in this broader manner, the relationship between leadership and
national development becomes clearer. Leadership determines priorities, influences the selection
of people, shapes institutional culture, allocates resources, establishes performance expectations
and determines whether evidence is considered in decision making. Leadership also influences
whether mistakes are corrected, whether competent people are given the opportunity to
contribute and whether institutions are strengthened or weakened.

For these reasons, low productivity can frequently be linked to weaknesses in leadership and
governance. An organisation may possess financial resources and still perform poorly because
leadership lacks direction. A government may initiate numerous projects yet achieve limited
results because priorities are poorly defined. A university may employ talented academics but
remain unproductive if its institutional environment discourages research and innovation. A
business may possess capital but fail because its leadership cannot convert resources into
competitive products and services. The central responsibility of strategic leadership is therefore
the productive organisation of resources around clearly defined objectives.

From Ordinary Leadership to Strategic Leadership

Leadership becomes strategic when it moves beyond managing the present and begins to
deliberately shape the future. A strategic leader does not simply respond to problems as they
arise. Such a leader attempts to understand the environment, anticipate challenges, identify
opportunities and establish priorities. Strategic leadership therefore begins with clarity about



where an organisation or country currently stands, where it intends to go, what constraints stand
in the way, what capabilities already exist and what additional capabilities must be developed.

These questions are fundamental because national development cannot be built on aspirations
alone. Almost every country desires prosperity, employment, infrastructure, security and
improved living standards. The real difference lies in whether these aspirations are supported by
a coherent strategy. Strategic leadership converts broad ambitions into specific objectives and
then aligns people, institutions and resources towards achieving them. It is the difference
between merely having a vision and possessing a realistic pathway for achieving it.

Capability, Trust and Reliability in Leadership

Strategic leadership also requires capability. Competence is important, but competence alone is
insufficient. A person may possess knowledge yet lack the appropriate attitude to apply it
effectively. Another may possess technical expertise but lack judgement, while another may
possess academic qualifications but be unable to coordinate people or implement decisions.
Capability therefore goes beyond knowing what to do. It involves having the knowledge,
aptitude, attitude, judgement and practical capacity required to translate ideas into results.

Trust also remains fundamental because leadership is relational. People must believe in the
credibility of those who lead them. Where trust exists, cooperation becomes easier and people
are more willing to share information, participate in collective action and accept difficult
decisions. Where trust is absent, the cost of governance increases because citizens become
suspicious, employees become defensive, institutions operate through excessive controls and
businesses become hesitant to invest. Sincerity and reliability are therefore not merely desirable
moral qualities. They are strategic assets that contribute directly to institutional effectiveness and
productivity.

A leader who repeatedly makes commitments but fails to follow through gradually loses
credibility. The same applies to institutions and governments. A country in which laws change
unpredictably, contracts are uncertain or policy commitments are frequently reversed creates an
environment in which long term planning becomes difficult. Trust, sincerity and reliability are
therefore essential components of proper governance.

From Knowledge to Strategic Action

Nigeria does not suffer from a complete absence of ideas. The country possesses universities,
research institutes, policy experts, professionals, civil servants, entrepreneurs and highly
experienced citizens. Numerous conferences have been organised, reports produced,
development plans written, committees established and policies formulated. The difficulty
frequently emerges at the point of implementation.

This is why the distinction between knowledge acquisition, knowledge development and
knowledge deployment is important. Knowledge acquisition involves learning, knowledge
development involves refining and adapting what has been learned, while knowledge



deployment concerns applying that knowledge to practical challenges. The final stage is crucial.
Knowledge that cannot influence outcomes has limited developmental value. A strategy that
remains in a document cannot transform society. Research that never influences policy remains
disconnected from national development. Training that does not change performance has not
achieved its full purpose.

Nigeria must therefore strengthen the relationship between knowledge and action. Strategic
leadership provides the mechanism through which knowledge can be converted into
implementation, while proper governance creates the institutional environment in which such
implementation can be sustained.

Proper Governance as an Enabling System

Leadership cannot operate effectively without an appropriate governance environment. Proper
governance provides the institutional framework within which strategy, accountability, resource
allocation and implementation take place. Governance must therefore extend beyond compliance
with rules. Rules are necessary, but the ultimate purpose of governance is to create systems
capable of producing desirable outcomes.

Proper governance should enable institutions to function effectively, clarify responsibility,
encourage accountability, protect public resources, support competent personnel, make
performance measurable and ensure that leadership authority is exercised responsibly. It should
also create continuity because a country cannot depend entirely on the personality of a particular
leader. Institutions should possess the capacity to sustain progress beyond individual
administrations.

This is one reason institutional development remains essential to strategic leadership. A truly
strategic leader does not merely achieve results personally. Such a leader builds systems capable
of continuing to produce results after he or she has left office.

Productive Engagement and Value Creation

Nigeria possesses an enormous population and a large pool of human talent. However,
population alone is not an advantage. A population becomes economically and socially valuable
when people are productively engaged. Young people require education, skills and opportunities.
Professionals require environments in which their expertise can be utilised. Entrepreneurs require
infrastructure, finance and predictable institutions. Retired professionals and experienced citizens
can continue to contribute valuable knowledge, while unemployed and underemployed Nigerians
require pathways into productive activities.

Strategic leadership should therefore regard human beings not merely as recipients of
government programmes but as productive national assets. Every citizen who develops a useful
capability and applies that capability productively contributes to national development. A central
objective of governance should consequently be to increase the number of Nigerians who are
meaningfully and productively engaged.



Nigeria must also move from excessive concentration on resource distribution towards greater
emphasis on value creation. Much of the national political debate revolves around sharing
existing resources, yet sustainable development cannot depend exclusively on redistribution. The
more fundamental question should be: What new value are we creating? Every state, local
government, ministry, institution, business and citizen should be able to ask this question. A
productive society is constantly expanding the amount of useful value it creates through
enterprise, knowledge, technology, infrastructure, discipline and innovation.

Implications for Nigeria's Development

Nigeria's future development conversation should progressively move from identifying problems
towards building strategic solutions. Recognising corruption is important, but institutions must
also be designed to make corruption more difficult and accountability more effective.
Recognising unemployment is important, but productive sectors capable of absorbing labour
must be created. Recognising educational weakness is important, but the education system must
be redesigned around the capabilities Nigeria requires. Recognising infrastructure gaps is
important, but investment should be guided by strategic priorities and long term productive
value.

Development should therefore not consist of isolated interventions. Education is connected to
employment, employment is connected to enterprise, enterprise is connected to infrastructure,
infrastructure is connected to finance, finance is connected to institutions, and institutions are
connected to leadership. Leadership sits at the centre because it provides the coordination
necessary to connect these different components into a coherent national development strategy.

Conclusion

Leadership remains one of the central determinants of national success. However, leadership
should not be reduced to political authority or the personality of those occupying public office.
The more meaningful question concerns whether leadership is capable of providing direction,
developing capability, strengthening institutions, mobilising trust and converting national
resources into productive outcomes.

Nigeria's challenges are complex. Corruption, insecurity, unemployment, poverty, weak
infrastructure and institutional deficiencies cannot be ignored. Yet a broader examination
suggests that many of these challenges are closely connected to the inability of the national
system to achieve sufficient productivity. Productivity must therefore become an important
organising principle of national development. The educational system must produce capability,
the healthcare system must produce better health outcomes, the transportation system must
improve mobility, public institutions must create measurable public value, businesses must
become more competitive, technology must be deployed productively and human resources must
be meaningfully engaged.

Nigeria consequently requires more than leadership in the conventional sense. It requires
strategic leadership grounded in a Nigeria centric understanding of development. Such



leadership must understand Nigeria as it is, imagine Nigeria as it should become, and develop the
strategy, capability and institutional discipline required to bridge the distance between the two.

The central question confronting the country should therefore not simply be, **Who should lead
Nigeria?™ A more fundamental set of questions must be asked: What kind of Nigeria do we
intend to build? What productive capabilities must be developed to build it? What institutions are
required to sustain it? How can the knowledge and potential of Nigerians be productively
deployed? What strategy can convert existing resources into lasting national value? And
ultimately, what form of leadership can bring all these elements together?

When these questions become central to the national conversation, leadership ceases to be
merely about occupying office. It becomes the deliberate organisation of national capability, the
management of productivity, the strengthening of institutions and the creation of sustainable
value.

Nigeria does not simply require more leaders. Nigeria requires strategic leaders who can
transform national potential into productive national progress.
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