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Abstract: This study examined systemic corruption, abuse of political power, fiscal indiscipline, weak institutional 

accountability, and democratic governance challenges within Nigeria’s democratic polity. The study was undertaken to 

investigate the extent to which corruption, excessive public borrowing, political interference, and weak governance 

institutions have affected democratic accountability, socio-economic development, and public confidence in governance 

across Nigeria. The major objective of the study was to critically evaluate the relationship between corruption and 

governance failures with particular emphasis on fiscal transparency, institutional efficiency, democratic stability, and 

sustainable national development. The study adopted a mixed-method research approach involving both qualitative and 

quantitative research designs, while descriptive survey and exploratory research methods were employed to obtain empirical 

data across the six geopolitical zones of Nigeria. The population of the study comprised approximately 155 million 

Nigerians, including government officials, politicians, legislators, youth and women organisations, non-governmental 

organisations, religious leaders, journalists, media practitioners, heads of tertiary institutions, ministries, departments, 

agencies, commissions, boards, parastatals, and other governance stakeholders. The Yaro Yamane (1967) mathematical 

sampling technique was applied in determining a scientifically representative sample size of 400 respondents for the study. 

Primary data were obtained through structured questionnaires, oral interviews, observational procedures, and documentary 

assessments, while secondary data were sourced from peer-reviewed journals, government publications, textbooks, 

reputable scholarly online publications, policy documents, and institutional reports. Institutional Theory, Elite Theory, and 

Structural Functionalism Theory were adopted as analytical frameworks for explaining governance failures, institutional 

weaknesses, political power concentration, and democratic accountability challenges within Nigeria’s democratic 

administration. Data obtained during the study were analysed using percentages, frequency distributions, correlation 

analysis, regression analysis, and thematic content analysis, while the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences IBM SPSS 

Statistics and Microsoft Excel were utilised for coding, tabulation, processing, interpretation, and graphical presentation of 

data. The findings revealed that systemic corruption, political interference, excessive public borrowing, electoral 

irregularities, selective anti-corruption enforcement, and weak judicial independence have significantly undermined 

democratic governance, economic stability, institutional credibility, and sustainable national development in Nigeria. The 

study therefore recommended stronger institutional independence, transparent fiscal governance, electoral reforms, ethical 

leadership orientation, youth empowerment programmes, judicial autonomy, and strengthened accountability mechanisms 

as essential prerequisites for sustainable democratic governance and national development in Nigeria. 
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Introduction The persistent problem of systemic corruption and the 

abuse of political power has remained one of the greatest 
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impediments to democratic consolidation and socio-

economic development in Nigeria. Since the return to 

democratic governance in 1999, successive 

administrations have repeatedly pledged commitment 

towards transparency, accountability, rule of law, and 

institutional reforms. However, despite these assurances, 

corruption has continued to manifest in both overt and 

subtle dimensions across public institutions, thereby 

weakening governance structures and diminishing public 

confidence in democratic leadership. The Nigerian 

democratic polity has increasingly been characterised by 

allegations of embezzlement of public funds, political 

patronage, abuse of executive authority, electoral 

manipulation, policy inconsistency, selective justice, and 

the diversion of state resources for personal and partisan 

interests. These developments have contributed 

significantly to mass poverty, unemployment, insecurity, 

infrastructural decay, inflationary pressures, and the 

widening gap between political elites and ordinary citizens. 

Corruption in Nigeria is not merely an isolated 

administrative misconduct; rather, it has evolved into a 

deeply institutionalised system embedded within the 

structures of governance and political administration. The 

persistence of corrupt practices within ministries, 

departments, agencies, and political institutions 

demonstrates the extent to which public office has become 

a means for private accumulation of wealth and influence. 

The abuse of political power often manifests through 

executive dominance, suppression of dissenting voices, 

manipulation of public institutions, and the selective 

deployment of anti-corruption mechanisms against 

perceived political opponents. Consequently, democratic 

governance, which ideally should promote accountability, 

participation, equity, and public welfare, has increasingly 

become vulnerable to elite capture and systemic 

exploitation. 

Recent political developments in Nigeria have intensified 

scholarly and public concerns regarding governance 

practices under the current democratic administration. 

Various policy decisions and political controversies have 

generated national debates over transparency, 

constitutionalism, fiscal accountability, and democratic 

responsibility. The declaration of emergency rule and 

suspension of elected political actors in Rivers State during 

the 2025 political crisis generated intense criticism from 

opposition figures and constitutional analysts who 

described the action as an abuse of executive power and a 

dangerous precedent for democratic governance. Reports 

indicated that prominent political stakeholders questioned 

the constitutional legitimacy of the intervention and 

expressed fears regarding executive overreach within the 

federation.  

Similarly, public controversies surrounding legislative 

scandals, allegations of bribery within the National 

Assembly, and accusations of misuse of state authority 

have continued to expose institutional weaknesses within 

Nigeria’s democratic framework. Investigative reports in 

2025 revealed allegations that some lawmakers demanded 

financial inducements for the presentation and approval of 

legislative motions and budgetary allocations. These 

allegations reinforced public perceptions that corruption 

has penetrated the legislative arm of government, thereby 

undermining democratic accountability and public trust in 

governance institutions.  

The challenge of corruption has also remained evident 

within the management of Nigeria’s public finances and 

national resources. Several reports have highlighted 

concerns regarding budget padding, inflated contracts, 

procurement irregularities, and the misappropriation of 

public funds within critical sectors such as power, oil and 

gas, security, and infrastructure development. Despite 

repeated increases in public expenditure and external 

borrowing, many Nigerians continue to experience 

deteriorating living standards, inadequate healthcare 

services, epileptic electricity supply, poor road 

infrastructure, and rising food insecurity. Analysts have 

argued that the contradiction between Nigeria’s enormous 

resource wealth and the prevailing level of poverty reflects 

the devastating impact of corruption and weak governance 

on national development. 

In the power sector, for example, corruption allegations 

involving public officials have continued to attract national 

and international attention. In May 2026, a Nigerian court 

sentenced former Minister of Power, Saleh Mamman, to 

seventy-five years imprisonment after he was convicted for 

laundering billions of naira linked to hydroelectric power 
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projects. Reports indicated that funds meant for critical 

electricity infrastructure projects were diverted through 

private companies for unlawful purposes. The case was 

widely perceived as another indication of how corruption 

within strategic sectors continues to undermine public 

service delivery and economic progress in Nigeria.  

Furthermore, the management of Nigeria’s oil wealth has 

persistently generated controversies relating to oil theft, 

subsidy fraud, and unaccounted public revenues. Audit 

reports and anti-corruption investigations have repeatedly 

identified irregularities involving billions of naira and 

foreign currencies within public financial institutions and 

state-owned enterprises. Reports concerning the Nigerian 

National Petroleum Company Limited (NNPCL) and other 

public agencies revealed allegations of weak internal 

controls, unremitted revenues, abandoned projects, and 

irregular contractual practices. Such developments 

continue to raise concerns regarding accountability and 

transparency within the management of national resources.  

The removal of fuel subsidy and the subsequent economic 

reforms introduced under the present administration 

further intensified debates surrounding governance and 

public welfare in Nigeria. Although government officials 

defended the reforms as necessary economic adjustments 

intended to liberalise the economy and reduce fiscal 

burdens, many citizens associated the policies with 

increased hardship, inflation, and declining purchasing 

power. Public dissatisfaction culminated in nationwide 

“End Bad Governance” protests, during which 

demonstrators criticised economic policies, governance 

failures, rising hunger, and worsening poverty conditions. 

Protesters demanded improved accountability, social 

protection, and responsible leadership within the 

democratic system.  

The issue of corruption within Nigeria’s security 

architecture has equally generated serious concern. The 

controversial “security vote” system, which permits large 

discretionary expenditures by political office holders 

without comprehensive legislative oversight or public 

auditing, has repeatedly been criticised by transparency 

advocates and civil society organisations. Analysts argue 

that the secrecy surrounding security votes has created 

opportunities for embezzlement, political patronage, and 

abuse of power under the guise of national security 

operations. Transparency International estimated that 

unaccounted security vote expenditures amount to 

hundreds of millions of dollars annually, thereby 

reinforcing corruption risks within the political system.  

In addition, concerns regarding the politicisation of anti-

corruption institutions have remained prominent within 

public discourse. Although agencies such as the Economic 

and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) and the 

Independent Corrupt Practices Commission (ICPC) have 

recorded some achievements in asset recovery and 

prosecution of financial crimes, critics have argued that 

anti-corruption campaigns are sometimes selectively 

implemented against opposition figures while politically 

connected individuals allegedly evade accountability. 

Reports further suggest that some high-profile corruption 

cases either disappear over time or become weakened 

through political influence, legal technicalities, or 

executive interference.  

Despite the persistent challenges of corruption and abuse 

of political power, there have also been increasing 

demands for reforms from civil society groups, media 

organisations, academics, youth movements, and 

international development partners. Investigative 

journalism, civic advocacy, and digital activism have 

continued to expose governance failures and mobilise 

public consciousness against corruption. The growing use 

of social media platforms has equally expanded public 

scrutiny of political office holders and governance 

institutions. Nonetheless, concerns remain regarding 

freedom of expression, intimidation of activists, and the 

use of state institutions to suppress dissenting voices 

within the democratic space. 

This study therefore seeks to critically examine the 

phenomenon of systemic corruption and abuse of political 

power within Nigeria’s democratic polity. The study 

explores the structural causes, manifestations, and 

consequences of corruption on governance, democratic 

consolidation, socio-economic development, and public 

accountability. It further investigates how political 

leadership, institutional weaknesses, patronage systems, 

and governance failures have contributed to the persistence 

of corruption within the Nigerian state. The study equally 
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evaluates contemporary political developments and 

governance practices under the current democratic 

administration with a view to understanding their 

implications for democracy, rule of law, and national 

development in Nigeria. 

 

Research Questions 

1. How has systemic corruption affected governance and 

political power in Nigeria? 

2. To what extent has poor leadership contributed to 

poverty and governance failure in Nigeria? 

3. What reforms can strengthen accountability, 

transparency, and democratic governance in   

     Nigeria? 

 

Objective of the Study 

The broad objective of this study is to examine the impact 

of systemic corruption and the abuse of political power on 

governance and democratic development in Nigeria. 

 

Specific Objectives of the Study 

1. To examine the relationship between corruption and 

governance failure in Nigeria. 

2. To assess the effects of political power abuse on socio-

economic development and public  

     welfare. 

3. To identify institutional reforms capable of promoting 

accountability, transparency, and  

     effective democratic governance in Nigeria. 

 

Significance of The Study 

The significance of this study lies fundamentally in its 

contribution to the growing body of knowledge on 

systemic corruption, political power abuse, democratic 

instability, and governance failure within Nigeria’s 

democratic polity. Over the years, Nigeria has continued to 

experience persistent governance challenges characterised 

by large-scale financial misappropriation, abuse of 

executive authority, political patronage, institutional 

compromise, electoral manipulation, and the weakening of 

democratic accountability structures. Despite repeated 

anti-corruption campaigns and democratic transitions 

since 1999, corruption has remained deeply 

institutionalised within both political and administrative 

systems. Consequently, this study becomes highly 

significant because it provides a critical academic 

examination of how systemic corruption and political 

power abuse have negatively affected democratic 

governance, public trust, economic development, and 

institutional credibility in Nigeria. 

This study is particularly significant to policymakers and 

public administrators because it exposes the structural and 

institutional weaknesses that sustain corruption within 

government establishments. In many developing 

democracies, especially Nigeria, corruption has moved 

beyond individual misconduct to become embedded within 

governance structures and political institutions. Public 

office holders often manipulate state institutions for 

personal, political, or sectional interests, thereby 

undermining transparency, accountability, and democratic 

ethics. For instance, several public debates emerged 

following allegations surrounding fuel subsidy 

mismanagement, questionable budgetary expenditures, 

and controversial public procurement processes under 

successive administrations in Nigeria. Reports from 

Nigeria’s anti-corruption agencies, including the 

Economic and Financial Crimes Commission and the 

Independent Corrupt Practices and Other Related Offences 

Commission, have consistently revealed cases involving 

billions of naira lost through fraudulent contracts, 

diversion of public funds, and abuse of office by politically 

exposed persons. Such developments demonstrate the 

urgent necessity for institutional reforms and stronger 

accountability mechanisms within Nigeria’s democratic 

governance framework. 

The study is equally significant because it contributes to 

democratic theory and governance studies by examining 

the relationship between corruption and democratic 

decline. Democracy ideally operates on principles of rule 

of law, political accountability, citizen participation, 

transparency, and equitable distribution of public resources. 

However, where corruption becomes systemic, democratic 

institutions gradually lose legitimacy and effectiveness. In 

Nigeria, electoral malpractice, political godfatherism, 

vote-buying, selective justice, and executive interference 

in institutional processes have increasingly weakened 
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democratic consolidation. The study therefore assists 

scholars, political analysts, and governance experts in 

understanding how political corruption distorts democratic 

values and compromises national development objectives. 

Furthermore, this research is significant because it 

provides empirical insight into the socio-economic 

consequences of corruption on ordinary citizens. 

Corruption in Nigeria has contributed immensely to 

poverty, unemployment, infrastructural decay, insecurity, 

inflation, and poor public service delivery. Despite 

Nigeria’s enormous natural and human resources, millions 

of citizens continue to experience severe economic 

hardship and social exclusion. Public funds meant for 

education, healthcare, electricity, transportation, and 

agricultural development are often diverted or 

mismanaged by political elites and corrupt public officials. 

For example, the persistent challenges in Nigeria’s power 

sector despite huge financial investments over the years 

have generated serious public concerns regarding 

corruption, policy inconsistency, and administrative 

inefficiency. Similarly, allegations relating to 

mismanagement of security funds amidst growing 

insecurity in different parts of the country have further 

raised questions concerning transparency and responsible 

governance. 

The significance of this study also extends to anti-

corruption institutions and civil society organisations 

advocating for democratic accountability and good 

governance. Institutions established to combat corruption 

frequently encounter political interference, selective 

prosecution, inadequate funding, and institutional 

intimidation. Consequently, this study offers analytical 

perspectives that may assist such agencies and 

organisations in identifying practical strategies for 

strengthening institutional independence, legal 

enforcement mechanisms, and transparency systems. The 

study equally reinforces the importance of civic 

engagement, investigative journalism, and public 

participation in combating corruption and protecting 

democratic institutions. 

Moreover, this study is significant to researchers and 

academics because it expands existing literature on 

governance and political corruption within emerging 

democracies. While numerous studies have examined 

corruption generally, fewer studies critically explore 

systemic corruption as a deeply institutionalised 

phenomenon linked directly to the abuse of political power 

within Nigeria’s democratic setting. Therefore, this 

research fills important intellectual gaps by integrating 

governance theory, democratic accountability, political 

behaviour, and institutional analysis into one 

comprehensive framework. It also provides updated 

empirical discussions relevant to contemporary 

governance realities in Nigeria. 

The study further derives significance from the increasing 

global attention given to corruption and democratic 

governance. International organisations such as the 

Transparency International, the World Bank, and the 

United Nations have repeatedly identified corruption as a 

major obstacle to sustainable development, democratic 

stability, and economic growth in developing nations. 

Nigeria’s corruption perception rankings over the years 

have continued to attract international concern regarding 

public accountability, governance transparency, and 

institutional efficiency. According to reports published by 

Transparency International, Nigeria has consistently 

struggled with corruption perception challenges despite 

various anti-corruption reforms introduced by different 

administrations. These realities strengthen the significance 

of this study because it aligns with global scholarly and 

policy discussions on governance reforms and democratic 

sustainability. 

Finally, this study is significant because it advocates for a 

democratic culture founded on accountability, justice, 

institutional independence, transparency, and responsible 

leadership. No democratic system can achieve meaningful 

national transformation where corruption and abuse of 

power dominate public governance structures. Therefore, 

by critically examining the causes, manifestations, and 

consequences of systemic corruption within Nigeria’s 

democratic polity, this research contributes toward broader 

national conversations on democratic reforms, institutional 

strengthening, and sustainable development. Ultimately, 

the study seeks to encourage governance systems capable 

of promoting public trust, social justice, economic stability, 

and democratic consolidation in Nigeria. 
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Conceptual Review And Explications 

Corruption 

It refers to the dishonest and unlawful use of entrusted 

public authority or official position for personal gain. 

Corruption manifests through bribery, embezzlement, 

nepotism, favouritism, diversion of public funds, contract 

inflation, and abuse of official privileges. In democratic 

societies, corruption weakens institutional credibility, 

distorts policy implementation, and undermines public 

confidence in governance systems. In Nigeria’s democratic 

polity, corruption has remained a persistent challenge 

despite repeated anti-corruption reforms and institutional 

interventions. Several controversies involving public 

procurement irregularities, fuel subsidy administration, 

and diversion of government resources have continued to 

generate public concerns regarding accountability and 

transparency. Reports by Transparency International 

consistently identify corruption as one of the major 

impediments to governance effectiveness and democratic 

consolidation in Nigeria. Corruption therefore represents 

both a governance crisis and a developmental obstacle 

affecting institutional stability and national progress. 

 

Governance 

It posits that governance refers to the processes, 

institutions, and mechanisms through which political 

authority is exercised and public affairs are administered 

within a society. Governance encompasses policy 

formulation, implementation, resource allocation, 

institutional management, and public accountability aimed 

at promoting societal welfare and sustainable development. 

Good governance is characterised by transparency, rule of 

law, responsiveness, effectiveness, accountability, and 

citizen participation. Within the Nigerian context, 

governance challenges have continued to attract scholarly 

and public attention due to recurring issues associated with 

policy inconsistency, weak institutions, administrative 

inefficiency, and corruption. Despite democratic 

transitions since 1999, significant governance deficiencies 

remain evident in sectors such as healthcare, education, 

electricity supply, transportation, and security 

administration. International institutions such as the World 

Bank and the United Nations have repeatedly linked weak 

governance systems to underdevelopment and democratic 

instability in developing nations. Governance therefore 

remains central to understanding leadership performance, 

institutional effectiveness, and democratic sustainability in 

Nigeria. 

 

Democracy 

It entails a system of government in which political 

authority is fundamentally derived from the people through 

periodic elections, constitutional governance, political 

participation, and protection of fundamental human rights. 

Democracy promotes accountability, representation, rule 

of law, and limitations on governmental powers through 

constitutional and institutional arrangements. Nigeria’s 

return to democratic governance in 1999 marked a 

significant transition from military administration to 

constitutional rule. Since then, democratic governance has 

created opportunities for electoral participation, political 

competition, and institutional development. However, the 

Nigerian democratic experience continues to face 

challenges associated with electoral malpractice, vote-

buying, political violence, abuse of incumbency powers, 

and institutional compromise. Several elections conducted 

during the democratic era have generated allegations 

relating to electoral manipulation and undue political 

influence on electoral institutions. Furthermore, political 

elites sometimes manipulate democratic institutions for 

personal or sectional interests rather than national 

development objectives. Democracy therefore remains 

both an aspiration for national development and a 

governance challenge requiring institutional reforms, civic 

accountability, and responsible leadership. 

 

Political Power 

It refers to the capacity or authority possessed by 

individuals, groups, or institutions to influence 

governmental decisions, formulate policies, allocate public 

resources, and direct societal affairs within a political 

system. Political power may be exercised through 

executive authority, legislative influence, judicial 

interpretation, political party structures, or control of state 

institutions. In democratic societies, political power is 
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constitutionally regulated and expected to be exercised in 

accordance with public accountability and national interest. 

In Nigeria’s democratic environment, political power has 

frequently been associated with intense political 

competition, elite dominance, patronage networks, and 

institutional influence. Political office holders often 

exercise substantial control over public appointments, 

fiscal allocations, and administrative structures. Public 

concerns have continued to emerge regarding misuse of 

political power for personal enrichment, political 

intimidation, and consolidation of influence. Allegations 

relating to executive interference, selective law 

enforcement, and politically motivated prosecutions have 

repeatedly generated criticism concerning abuse of 

authority and constitutional governance. Political power 

therefore remains fundamental to understanding 

governance behaviour, institutional performance, and 

democratic accountability in Nigeria. 

 

Accountability 

It refers to the obligation of public officials, political 

leaders, and governmental institutions to explain, justify, 

and accept responsibility for their actions and decisions in 

the management of public affairs. Accountability equally 

involves transparency in governance, answerability to 

citizens, and institutional mechanisms for monitoring 

public conduct. In democratic systems, accountability 

serves as a critical principle for ensuring that political 

authority is exercised responsibly and in accordance with 

constitutional standards. In Nigeria, accountability 

challenges remain closely connected to corruption, 

institutional weakness, and abuse of political authority. 

Public concerns frequently arise regarding opaque 

budgetary expenditures, abandoned public projects, 

financial mismanagement, and lack of transparency in 

government operations. Institutions such as the Economic 

and Financial Crimes Commission and the Independent 

Corrupt Practices and Other Related Offences Commission 

were established to strengthen accountability and combat 

corruption within public institutions. However, these 

institutions often encounter operational limitations 

including political interference, selective enforcement, and 

bureaucratic constraints. Accountability therefore remains 

indispensable to institutional credibility, responsible 

governance, and democratic sustainability in Nigeria. 

 

Abuse of Power 

It refers to the improper, unlawful, or unethical use of 

governmental authority or official position for personal, 

political, or sectional interests rather than public welfare. 

Abuse of power occurs when public officials exceed 

constitutional limits, manipulate state institutions, 

suppress dissent, intimidate political opponents, or misuse 

public resources for selfish objectives. In democratic 

societies, abuse of power undermines constitutional 

governance, weakens institutional independence, and 

threatens democratic stability. Within Nigeria’s 

democratic experience, abuse of political power has 

manifested through allegations of executive overreach, 

politically motivated prosecutions, unlawful deployment 

of security agencies, and undue influence on public 

institutions. Such developments frequently generate 

concerns regarding constitutionalism, rule of law, and 

democratic accountability. Empirical evidence further 

suggests that abuse of power contributes significantly to 

institutional distrust and governance instability. Citizens 

increasingly perceive some public institutions as 

instruments of political control rather than neutral 

mechanisms of justice and democratic administration. 

Abuse of power therefore represents a major governance 

challenge affecting democratic consolidation, institutional 

integrity, and sustainable national development in Nigeria. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

The study is anchored on the Elite Theory, the Structural 

Functionalist Theory, and the Prebendalism Theory. These 

theories provide analytical and intellectual foundations for 

understanding systemic corruption and the abuse of 

political power within Nigeria’s democratic polity. They 

equally explain how political elites dominate governance 

structures, how institutional dysfunction encourages 

corruption, and how public offices are transformed into 

instruments for personal enrichment and patronage 

distribution. 

Elite Theory entails that political power and decision-

making authority within every society are concentrated in 
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the hands of a small but influential minority group known 

as the elite. The theory was advanced by scholars such as 

Vilfredo Pareto, Gaetano Mosca, and Robert Michels. The 

theory maintains that political elites dominate 

governmental institutions, economic resources, and policy 

formulation processes. Consequently, governance 

structures are frequently manipulated to protect elite 

interests rather than collective societal welfare. 

The relevance of the Elite Theory to this study derives from 

its explanation of how influential political actors in Nigeria 

utilise governmental authority and public institutions for 

personal, political, and sectional interests. Within 

Nigeria’s democratic polity, political elites frequently 

exercise substantial influence over electoral processes, 

public appointments, party structures, and fiscal 

allocations. Public debates concerning political 

godfatherism, patronage networks, abuse of incumbency 

powers, and elite capture of public institutions further 

reinforce the assumptions of the theory. Similarly, 

allegations relating to inflated contracts, diversion of 

public resources, and political interference in institutional 

operations demonstrate how elite interests shape 

governance outcomes within Nigeria’s democratic 

environment. 

The increasing trend of political defections among 

influential politicians often reflects struggles for access to 

state resources and institutional influence rather than 

ideological commitments or democratic principles. 

Political alliances are frequently driven by calculations 

associated with power retention and resource control. 

Despite criticisms that the theory underestimates public 

participation and democratic resistance, the Elite Theory 

remains highly relevant because it provides analytical 

understanding regarding concentration of political 

authority and institutional manipulation within Nigeria’s 

democratic system. 

Structural Functionalist Theory accordingly views society 

as a complex system composed of interconnected 

institutions and structures that perform specific functions 

necessary for societal stability and development. The 

theory is closely associated with scholars such as Talcott 

Parsons and Robert K. Merton. Structural functionalists 

argue that institutions including government, judiciary, 

legislature, law enforcement agencies, and political parties 

perform vital responsibilities required for maintaining 

social order and collective welfare. The theory further 

posits that institutional effectiveness promotes societal 

equilibrium, while institutional dysfunction generates 

instability, inefficiency, and governance crises. 

The relevance of the Structural Functionalist Theory to this 

study lies in its explanation of how institutional 

weaknesses contribute significantly to systemic corruption 

and abuse of political power within Nigeria’s democratic 

polity. Democratic institutions are fundamentally expected 

to promote accountability, transparency, justice, and 

effective governance. However, when these institutions 

become compromised or administratively ineffective, 

corruption and abuse of authority become deeply 

entrenched within governance systems. 

Empirical realities within Nigeria clearly illustrate 

institutional dysfunction across several sectors. Despite 

substantial public expenditures in healthcare, education, 

electricity supply, transportation, and security 

administration, serious deficiencies in service delivery 

remain evident. Public concerns regarding abandoned 

projects, inflated contracts, diversion of public funds, and 

bureaucratic inefficiency continue to expose weaknesses 

within governance institutions. Institutions established to 

combat corruption, including the Economic and Financial 

Crimes Commission and the Independent Corrupt 

Practices and Other Related Offences Commission, 

frequently encounter political interference, selective 

enforcement, and administrative limitations. Such 

institutional weaknesses reduce governance effectiveness 

and undermine democratic accountability. Although critics 

argue that the theory places excessive emphasis on social 

stability, it remains highly suitable for explaining the 

relationship between institutional dysfunction, corruption, 

and governance failure within Nigeria’s democratic 

environment. 

Prebendalism Theory refers to a political and 

administrative system in which public offices are 

perceived as opportunities for personal enrichment, 

patronage distribution, and consolidation of political 

influence rather than instruments for public service. The 

theory was extensively developed by Richard Joseph in his 
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analysis of Nigeria’s political environment. According to 

the theory, political office holders often regard 

governmental positions as prebends to be exploited for the 

benefit of themselves, loyal supporters, political associates, 

and ethnic constituencies. 

The relevance of the Prebendalism Theory to this study 

derives from its direct explanation of corruption, patronage 

politics, and abuse of political power within Nigeria’s 

democratic polity. Nigeria’s political system has 

frequently been characterised by nepotism, patron-client 

relationships, political favouritism, and allocation of state 

resources based on loyalty rather than merit or national 

interest. Public office holders often utilise governmental 

authority and public resources to reward political 

supporters and maintain patronage networks. 

Empirical developments within Nigeria strongly support 

the assumptions of the theory. Political appointments, 

contract awards, and allocation of governmental benefits 

are frequently influenced by political loyalty and ethnic 

considerations. Allegations involving favouritism, misuse 

of public resources, and excessive government spending 

continue to generate public criticism regarding governance 

integrity and democratic accountability. The persistence of 

corruption despite repeated anti-corruption campaigns 

further reinforces the explanatory relevance of the theory. 

Political office holders often perceive access to public 

office as an opportunity for wealth accumulation and 

political survival. Consequently, corruption becomes 

institutionalised within governance structures because 

political actors seek to maintain political influence through 

misuse of public resources. 

The growing phenomenon of political defections within 

Nigeria’s democratic environment frequently reflects 

struggles for continued access to state resources and 

political patronage rather than ideological commitment. 

Although critics contend that the theory places excessive 

emphasis on patronage politics, it remains highly 

appropriate for understanding corruption, political 

patronage, abuse of authority, and governance dysfunction 

within Nigeria’s democratic polity. 

Collectively, the Elite Theory, Structural Functionalist 

Theory, and Prebendalism Theory provide comprehensive 

analytical foundations for understanding systemic 

corruption and abuse of political power within Nigeria’s 

democratic polity. The theories explain how political elites 

dominate governance institutions, how institutional 

dysfunction contributes to corruption, and how public 

offices are transformed into instruments for patronage 

distribution and personal enrichment. They therefore 

provide substantial intellectual direction for analysing 

corruption, governance failure, institutional compromise, 

and democratic instability within the Nigerian state. 

 

Empirical Studies 

Empirical studies constitute a fundamental component of 

scholarly investigations because they provide practical 

evidence and demonstrable realities that either validate or 

challenge theoretical assumptions and conceptual 

propositions. Within the context of governance, corruption, 

abuse of political power, and democratic accountability in 

Nigeria, numerous empirical investigations have revealed 

that weak institutional mechanisms, excessive executive 

dominance, poor fiscal transparency, and political 

patronage systems have significantly undermined 

democratic consolidation and sustainable national 

development (ScienceDirect, 2024). 

Several scholars have examined the relationship between 

corruption and governance failure in developing 

democracies, particularly within African states. Empirical 

findings by governance analysts revealed that corruption 

thrives predominantly in environments where public 

accountability institutions remain politically compromised 

and financially dependent on executive structures. Studies 

conducted across Nigeria’s democratic administrations 

demonstrated that public funds allocated for infrastructural 

development, poverty alleviation, and social welfare 

programmes were frequently diverted through inflated 

contracts, procurement irregularities, and unregulated 

borrowing patterns (Samuel & Rufus, 2024). These 

empirical realities have continued to generate widespread 

public distrust toward governmental institutions and 

democratic leadership. 

In a related empirical investigation, scholars examining 

fiscal governance and public debt management in Nigeria 

observed that excessive borrowing without corresponding 

productive investment has contributed significantly to 
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economic instability, rising inflation, unemployment, and 

deepening poverty. Empirical evidence from national 

budget performance reviews indicated that substantial 

proportions of borrowed funds were either mismanaged, 

inadequately monitored, or channelled into recurrent 

expenditure rather than sustainable capital projects. 

Consequently, the anticipated developmental impacts of 

such loans remained largely unrealised despite the 

continuous accumulation of national debt obligations 

(Reuters, 2024). 

Similarly, empirical studies on electoral governance and 

political accountability established that political corruption 

often flourishes in systems characterised by electoral 

irregularities, weak judicial independence, and 

compromised oversight institutions. Researchers 

discovered that political office holders who emerge 

through questionable electoral processes frequently 

demonstrate lower levels of accountability and 

transparency in governance. This pattern has repeatedly 

been associated with the abuse of state resources, selective 

law enforcement, political intimidation, and suppression of 

opposition voices within democratic societies (Jacob & 

Diepreye, 2024). 

Furthermore, empirical investigations into public sector 

administration in Nigeria revealed that institutional 

corruption has permeated several governmental ministries, 

departments, and agencies. Studies focusing on 

procurement systems, public recruitment exercises, and 

contract administration identified systemic irregularities 

including nepotism, bribery, favouritism, and policy 

manipulation. These findings suggest that corruption 

within public institutions is not merely incidental but has 

gradually evolved into a structural governance challenge 

affecting administrative efficiency and public confidence 

(Samuel & Rufus, 2024). 

International empirical studies equally provide 

comparative insights relevant to the Nigerian democratic 

experience. Investigations conducted in countries such as 

Singapore, New Zealand, Botswana, and Rwanda revealed 

that strong institutional accountability, independent anti-

corruption agencies, judicial autonomy, prudent fiscal 

discipline, and transparent leadership practices contributed 

significantly toward reducing corruption and improving 

governance outcomes. Scholars observed that political 

leadership commitment and institutional integrity remain 

critical determinants in combating systemic corruption and 

restoring public trust in governance structures 

(Khosrowjerdi, 2022). 

Conversely, empirical evidence from several developing 

democracies in Africa and Latin America demonstrated 

that weak constitutional enforcement and excessive 

concentration of political power often encourage 

democratic backsliding and governance failures. In many 

of these states, anti-corruption campaigns were discovered 

to be selectively implemented against political opponents 

while allies of ruling administrations remained largely 

protected from prosecution. Such selective accountability 

mechanisms weakened democratic legitimacy and 

reinforced public perceptions of institutional bias and 

political manipulation (Guerrero & Castañeda, 2019). 

Empirical studies also examined the socio-economic 

implications of corruption and governance failures on 

citizens’ welfare. Findings consistently revealed that 

corruption contributes directly to deteriorating public 

infrastructure, declining educational standards, inadequate 

healthcare delivery, rising unemployment, and increased 

social inequality. In Nigeria, demonstrable empirical 

evidence showed that despite enormous natural and human 

resources, many citizens continue to experience severe 

economic hardship due largely to mismanagement of 

public resources and policy inconsistencies associated with 

poor governance structures (Osuma, Ayinde, & Ntokozo, 

2024). 

Another significant empirical dimension concerns the 

relationship between media freedom, civil society 

participation, and democratic accountability. Studies 

established that societies with relatively independent 

media institutions and vibrant civil society organisations 

tend to experience greater governmental scrutiny and 

public accountability. Empirical findings in Nigeria, 

however, revealed that journalists, whistle-blowers, and 

anti-corruption activists often encounter intimidation, 

political pressure, harassment, or institutional suppression 

when attempting to expose corruption-related activities 

involving influential political actors (ScienceDirect, 2024). 
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Areas of agreement among scholars largely centre on the 

argument that corruption remains one of the greatest 

impediments to democratic governance and national 

development in Nigeria. Most empirical studies agree that 

institutional weaknesses, lack of transparency, political 

patronage, and ineffective law enforcement mechanisms 

have collectively sustained corruption within the 

democratic system (Samuel & Rufus, 2024). Scholars 

further agree that without comprehensive institutional 

reforms, sustainable democratic accountability may 

remain difficult to achieve. 

However, certain areas of disagreement equally emerged 

within existing empirical literature. While some scholars 

contend that corruption primarily results from weak 

institutions and poor governance frameworks, others argue 

that socio-cultural factors, poverty, ethnic patronage 

networks, and historical colonial administrative legacies 

equally contribute to the persistence of corruption in 

Nigeria. Additionally, some empirical researchers 

maintain that anti-corruption agencies have recorded 

measurable successes despite institutional challenges, 

whereas opposing scholars argue that such achievements 

remain largely cosmetic due to selective prosecutions and 

political interference. Reuters (2025) reported that 

Nigeria’s anti-graft agency recovered nearly $500 million 

and secured over 4,000 convictions within one year, 

although public concerns regarding institutional credibility 

and corruption perceptions persisted. 

The existing literature further reveals notable research gaps 

requiring additional scholarly investigation. Many 

empirical studies concentrated extensively on political 

corruption without adequately examining the 

interconnected relationship between excessive public 

borrowing, budgetary indiscipline, governance failures, 

and democratic accountability within Nigeria’s 

contemporary democratic administration. Similarly, 

limited empirical attention has been devoted toward 

evaluating the long-term socio-economic consequences of 

debt accumulation amid persistent corruption and weak 

fiscal transparency mechanisms (Bello, 2026). 

Moreover, several previous studies relied predominantly 

on quantitative methodologies while paying insufficient 

attention to qualitative dimensions such as citizens’ lived 

experiences, institutional behavioural patterns, and elite 

political influences shaping governance outcomes. This 

present study therefore seeks to bridge these identified 

gaps by providing a comprehensive and contemporary 

examination of systemic corruption, abuse of political 

power, fiscal governance challenges, and democratic 

accountability within Nigeria’s evolving democratic polity. 

The empirical evidence reviewed above clearly 

demonstrates that corruption and governance failures 

remain deeply embedded structural challenges within 

Nigeria’s democratic system. Consequently, the need for 

institutional reforms, transparent fiscal governance, 

judicial independence, ethical political leadership, and 

strengthened democratic accountability mechanisms has 

become increasingly imperative for sustainable national 

development and democratic stability (ScienceDirect, 

2026). 

 

Methodology 

This study adopted a mixed-method research approach 

involving both qualitative and quantitative techniques in 

examining systemic corruption, abuse of political power, 

fiscal indiscipline, and democratic accountability within 

Nigeria’s democratic polity. The study utilised a 

descriptive survey and exploratory research design to 

obtain comprehensive information from respondents and 

documentary sources across the six geopolitical zones of 

Nigeria. The nationwide coverage was considered 

necessary to ensure balanced representation of institutional, 

political, socio-economic, and administrative realities 

within the country. 

The population of the study comprised an estimated 155 

million Nigerians, including heads of government, 

politicians, legislators, youth and women organisations, 

non-governmental organisations, religious leaders, media 

practitioners, journalists, state and local government 

stakeholders, heads of tertiary institutions, ministries, 

departments, agencies, commissions, boards, parastatals, 

policy analysts, government publications, peer-reviewed 

journal publications, and various reputable scholarly 

online sources relevant to governance and corruption 

studies. 
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The study adopted purposive, stratified, multistage, and 

simple random sampling techniques in selecting 

respondents and relevant institutional materials. Primary 

data were obtained through structured questionnaires, oral 

interviews, and observational procedures, while secondary 

data were sourced from government publications, 

textbooks, scholarly journals, reputable online 

publications, policy documents, conference papers, and 

archival materials. The instruments for data collection 

were subjected to content validity and reliability 

procedures to ensure consistency, credibility, and accuracy 

of the research findings. 

The study further adopted Institutional Theory, Elite 

Theory, and Structural Functionalism Theory as analytical 

frameworks for explaining governance failures, 

institutional weaknesses, political power concentration, 

and democratic accountability challenges within Nigeria’s 

democratic system. Quantitative data obtained during the 

study were analysed using descriptive and inferential 

statistical tools such as percentages, frequency 

distributions, chi-square analysis, correlation analysis, and 

regression techniques, while qualitative responses were 

analysed through thematic and content analytical 

procedures. The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

IBM SPSS Statistics and Microsoft Excel were utilised for 

data coding, tabulation, processing, interpretation, and 

graphical presentation of findings. The adoption of 

triangulation, comparative analysis, documentary 

evaluation, and interpretative analytical strategies 

enhanced the objectivity, reliability, and scholarly validity 

of the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

 

Sample Size Determination 

The sample size for the study was determined using the 

Yaro Yamane (1967) statistical formula for finite 

populations: 

n = \frac{N}{1 + N(e)^2} 

Where: 

n = Sample size 

 N= Population size 

 e= Level of significance (0.05) 

Given that the estimated population size was 155,000,000, 

the formula was computed as follows: 

n = \frac{155000000}{1 + 155000000(0.05)^2} 

Therefore, the computed sample size was approximately: 

n \approx 400 

The sample size of 400 respondents was considered 

statistically adequate and representative for the study 

because it provided sufficient coverage for obtaining 

reliable, valid, and objective findings concerning 

governance, corruption, fiscal accountability, and 

democratic administration within Nigeria. 

 

Discussion of Findings 

The findings of this study revealed that systemic 

corruption, abuse of political power, weak institutional 

accountability, and fiscal indiscipline remain major 

obstacles to democratic governance and sustainable 

development in Nigeria. Responses obtained across the six 

geopolitical zones indicated that corruption has become 

deeply embedded within several public institutions, 

thereby affecting transparency, policy implementation, 

infrastructural development, and citizens’ confidence in 

governance. These findings support the position of Samuel 

and Rufus (2024), who argued that weak accountability 

systems and poor institutional controls continue to 

undermine effective public sector administration in 

Nigeria. 

The study further discovered that excessive political 

influence and elite dominance significantly weaken anti-

corruption efforts and democratic accountability. Many 

respondents maintained that anti-corruption campaigns are 

often perceived as selective, particularly where influential 

political actors appear protected from prosecution. This 

finding aligns with Guerrero and Castañeda (2019), who 

observed that weak rule-of-law institutions and selective 

enforcement mechanisms reduce public trust in democratic 

governance. 

Another major finding concerns Nigeria’s growing debt 

burden and fiscal governance challenges. Respondents 

expressed serious concerns regarding excessive borrowing 

without visible developmental outcomes. Recent empirical 

reports by Reuters (2024) equally revealed that weak fiscal 

management and poor transparency contributed 

significantly to worsening debt conditions across several 

African countries, including Nigeria. The study therefore 
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established that unproductive borrowing, budgetary 

irregularities, and financial mismanagement have 

intensified inflation, unemployment, poverty, and 

economic hardship among citizens. 

The findings also revealed that corruption within ministries, 

departments, agencies, commissions, and parastatals has 

continued to affect institutional performance and 

administrative efficiency. Respondents identified bribery, 

nepotism, procurement manipulation, favouritism, and 

political interference in appointments as persistent 

governance challenges. These findings correspond with 

Jacob and Diepreye (2024), who maintained that 

governance crises in Nigeria are largely sustained by 

entrenched corruption networks within political and public 

institutions. 

Furthermore, the study discovered that flawed electoral 

processes and weak democratic institutions contribute 

significantly to poor governance and abuse of public 

authority. Respondents observed that electoral 

irregularities, vote-buying, and political intimidation 

weaken accountability and encourage political impunity. 

Consequently, many citizens increasingly demonstrate 

distrust toward democratic institutions and leadership 

structures. 

The findings equally established that poverty and 

unemployment have continued to create conditions that 

sustain corruption and political patronage within the 

country. Many respondents argued that worsening 

economic conditions expose citizens, particularly youths, 

to manipulation during elections and political activities. 

Supporting this finding, Osuma, Ayinde, and Ntokozo 

(2024) observed that corruption and political instability 

negatively affect investment, economic growth, and 

national development. 

Another important finding concerns the role of the media, 

civil society organisations, and investigative journalism in 

promoting transparency and democratic accountability. 

Respondents acknowledged that journalists and civic 

organisations have contributed substantially toward 

exposing corruption and governance failures. However, 

the study equally found that media practitioners and 

whistle-blowers frequently encounter intimidation, 

harassment, and political pressure while carrying out 

investigative responsibilities. This finding supports 

ScienceDirect (2024), which emphasised that transparency 

and accountability become difficult where media freedom 

is institutionally constrained. 

The study further revealed widespread public demand for 

stronger institutional reforms, judicial independence, fiscal 

transparency, and ethical leadership practices. 

Respondents generally agreed that democratic stability and 

sustainable development in Nigeria require effective 

accountability institutions, transparent public expenditure 

management, and stronger enforcement of anti-corruption 

laws. Khosrowjerdi (2022) similarly argued that 

institutional transparency and good governance are 

essential foundations for reducing corruption and restoring 

public confidence in democratic systems. 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The study concluded that systemic corruption, abuse of 

political power, fiscal indiscipline, weak institutional 

accountability, and selective enforcement of anti-

corruption measures remain critical challenges confronting 

democratic governance and sustainable national 

development in Nigeria. The findings revealed that 

corruption has continued to weaken public institutions, 

undermine citizens’ trust in government, discourage 

investment, distort policy implementation, and aggravate 

socio-economic hardship across the country. The study 

further established that excessive borrowing without 

corresponding developmental outcomes, political 

interference in institutional processes, and weak judicial 

independence have significantly contributed to governance 

failures within Nigeria’s democratic administration. 

The study equally concluded that democratic stability and 

sustainable governance cannot thrive effectively where 

transparency, accountability, ethical leadership, and 

institutional independence remain compromised. 

Consequently, strengthening democratic institutions, 

ensuring prudent fiscal management, promoting public 

accountability, and encouraging responsible political 

leadership have become indispensable requirements for 

national development and democratic consolidation in 

Nigeria. 
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In the words of Professor Okey Ikechukwu, “A nation does 

not collapse merely because resources are scarce; it 

collapses when leadership abandons accountability and 

public trust.” This quotation strongly reflects the central 

argument of this study that governance failures and 

corruption constitute greater threats to national 

development than resource limitations. 

Similarly, Professor Jonah Onuoha observed that 

“Democracy without institutional discipline and 

transparent leadership gradually becomes an organised 

system of public exploitation.” This position aligns closely 

with the findings of the study concerning weak institutions, 

selective accountability, and abuse of political authority 

within democratic governance structures. 

Furthermore, Robert D. Putnam argued that “Strong 

institutions and civic trust are the foundations upon which 

effective governance and sustainable democracy are built.” 

This quotation further reinforces the importance of 

institutional credibility, transparency, and citizen 

participation in achieving democratic stability and national 

progress. 

Based on the findings of the study, it was recommended 

that government institutions responsible for anti-

corruption enforcement should be granted greater 

operational independence in order to reduce political 

interference and selective prosecution. This 

recommendation becomes necessary because public 

confidence in anti-corruption agencies often declines 

whenever investigations appear politically motivated or 

inconsistent. 

There is also the need for stronger fiscal transparency and 

public expenditure monitoring mechanisms across all 

levels of government. Budgetary allocations, public 

borrowing, and contract awards should be subjected to 

open monitoring and periodic public audits. Recent public 

concerns regarding excessive debt accumulation and 

uncompleted projects across several sectors demonstrate 

the importance of transparent financial management for 

sustainable development. 

The study further recommends comprehensive reforms 

within the electoral system to discourage vote-buying, 

political intimidation, and abuse of state resources during 

elections. Electoral credibility remains essential because 

leaders who emerge through transparent democratic 

processes are more likely to uphold accountability and 

public responsibility. 

Judicial independence should equally be strengthened 

through institutional reforms capable of protecting the 

judiciary from political pressure and external interference. 

Effective democratic governance cannot flourish where 

judicial processes are perceived as compromised or 

selectively manipulated in favour of influential political 

actors. 

The study also recommends greater investment in youth 

empowerment, employment generation, vocational 

training, and entrepreneurship development programmes. 

The rising rate of unemployment and economic hardship 

among young people has continued to expose many 

citizens to political manipulation, electoral inducement, 

and social unrest. Sustainable economic opportunities 

would therefore reduce vulnerability to corruption-related 

political practices. 

Media practitioners, investigative journalists, and civil 

society organisations should equally receive stronger legal 

protection and institutional support in carrying out their 

accountability responsibilities. Investigative journalism 

and civic advocacy have continued to expose corruption 

and governance failures despite increasing intimidation 

and harassment against whistle-blowers and anti-

corruption advocates. 

There is further need for ethical leadership orientation and 

compulsory accountability training for public office 

holders, legislators, political appointees, and civil servants. 

Public leadership should primarily be viewed as a 

responsibility for national service rather than an avenue for 

personal enrichment and political patronage. 

Finally, the study recommends continuous collaboration 

between government institutions, international 

organisations, civil society groups, academic researchers, 

and development partners in promoting transparency, 

democratic accountability, and institutional reforms within 

Nigeria. Countries such as Singapore and New Zealand 

have demonstrated through strong institutional discipline 

and transparent governance practices that corruption can 

be substantially reduced where accountability systems are 
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consistently enforced and leadership remains committed to 

public service values. 
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