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ABSTRACT 

The COVID-19 pandemic posed a significant challenge to governance systems and public policy 

execution globally, with pronounced effects in developing countries like Nigeria. This study investigates 

how COVID-19 influenced governance structures and affected the implementation of public policies in 

Nigeria. Using a descriptive survey method, data were collected from 350 respondents across various 

public institutions, political offices, and civil society organizations. A structured questionnaire served as 

the primary instrument of data collection. Data were analyzed using mean scores with a criterion 

benchmark of 2.50 for research questions, while chi-square was used to test the null hypotheses. Findings 

showed that the pandemic led to a notable shift towards centralized governance, the invocation of 

emergency powers, and exclusion of key democratic institutions. It also identified key challenges 

including weak inter-agency collaboration, corruption, poor communication strategies, and limited citizen 

engagement. The study concludes with actionable recommendations for building resilience in Nigeria’s 

governance and public policy architecture during and beyond health emergencies. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The COVID-19 pandemic, which originated in Wuhan, China in late 2019, swiftly developed into a 

global public health crisis, sparing no nation or institution from its socio-economic, political, and 

administrative shocks. Declared a global pandemic by the World Health Organization (WHO) in March 

2020, COVID-19 fundamentally altered the dynamics of governance, state capacity, public trust, and 

policy formulation across both developed and developing nations. For countries with fragile political and 

administrative structures, such as Nigeria, the pandemic not only exacerbated existing systemic 

weaknesses but also exposed new dimensions of governance challenges that had hitherto been 

underexplored. 

In Nigeria, the emergence of COVID-19 triggered a wave of emergency responses that tested the 

resilience, adaptability, and inclusivity of the country's governance frameworks. The federal government, 

through various presidential directives and the establishment of the Presidential Task Force (PTF) on 

COVID-19, introduced sweeping measures including border closures, lockdowns, curfews, and 

restrictions on public gatherings. These interventions, though necessary from a public health standpoint, 

were largely executed without adequate legislative backing or judicial oversight. Consequently, questions 

arose regarding the legitimacy, transparency, and constitutionality of many of the government’s actions. 

This situation underscores the fragile interface between emergency governance and democratic 

accountability in Nigeria. 

The pandemic response also unveiled significant gaps in policy coordination between different levels of 

government. Nigeria operates a federal system, which ideally should encourage collaborative governance 

between federal, state, and local authorities. However, during the pandemic, there were recurrent cases of 

policy dissonance, such as conflicting directives between the federal and state governments concerning 
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lockdown regulations and reopening plans. This lack of synergy created confusion among citizens and 

undermined the effectiveness of public health interventions. The absence of a harmonized strategy not 

only delayed critical response efforts but also contributed to a decline in public confidence in government 

institutions. 

Moreover, COVID-19 laid bare the longstanding issue of underfunded and understaffed public health 

institutions in Nigeria. With limited access to testing kits, personal protective equipment (PPE), and 

intensive care facilities, the healthcare system struggled to cope with the surge in infections. The 

inadequacy of Nigeria's health infrastructure compelled the government to divert resources and reallocate 

budgets to address urgent pandemic needs. However, these fiscal interventions were often marred by 

corruption, bureaucratic inefficiencies, and lack of accountability. Reports emerged about 

mismanagement of COVID-19 funds, hoarding and politicization of palliatives, and the exclusion of 

vulnerable populations from relief programs. 

In the political sphere, the pandemic altered the regular functioning of democratic institutions. The 

National Assembly faced operational challenges, with many legislative activities suspended or moved 

online. Courts were partially closed, delaying justice delivery and limiting citizens’ access to legal 

redress. Political parties had to adapt to new campaigning methods during by-elections, and the 

Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) had to develop novel protocols to conduct elections 

amid public health concerns. These disruptions affected political participation and highlighted the need 

for robust contingency plans to safeguard democracy during crises. 

Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic amplified issues surrounding digital governance and e-

participation. As physical interactions became limited, digital platforms became essential for education, 

commerce, and public communication. However, Nigeria’s digital divide, characterized by inadequate 

internet penetration, low digital literacy, and infrastructural deficits, marginalized a significant portion of 

the population. Government communication strategies, while technologically driven, often failed to reach 

rural communities and non-tech-savvy citizens, further deepening inequality and exclusion. 

Internationally, Nigeria had to navigate the complexities of global cooperation amid a pandemic that 

prompted nations to prioritize self-preservation. Global supply chains for medical equipment became 

strained, and vaccine nationalism limited access to essential health resources. Nigeria's dependence on 

external aid highlighted its vulnerability in times of global emergencies and emphasized the need for 

domestic resilience in governance and public health policy. 

The pandemic also had far-reaching implications for civil liberties and human rights. In the name of 

enforcing lockdowns and curfews, several incidents of police brutality and excessive use of force were 

reported. Citizens’ rights to movement, association, and expression were curtailed without adequate legal 

justification. These abuses reflect a broader challenge within Nigerian governance where security and 

order often take precedence over democratic values and human dignity during crises. Despite these 

challenges, the COVID-19 pandemic also presented an opportunity for institutional reform and 

innovation. Some state governments initiated local production of PPEs, developed community-based 

health surveillance systems, and experimented with cash-transfer schemes targeting informal workers. 

These initiatives demonstrate the potential for adaptive governance, but they also require sustained 

support, transparency, and inclusivity to become permanent features of Nigeria’s policy landscape. 

Statement of the Problem 

Despite numerous governmental interventions during the COVID-19 pandemic in Nigeria, outcomes in 

terms of policy implementation and governance effectiveness were largely suboptimal. Reports of 

corruption, uncoordinated palliative distribution, exclusion of legislative and judicial branches, and weak 

involvement of sub-national governments point to serious governance and implementation failures. These 

failures have eroded public trust, weakened democratic structures, and raised questions about the 

government's preparedness for future emergencies. Hence, this study seeks to investigate the specific 

ways the pandemic impacted governance structures and policy implementation processes in Nigeria. 

Objectives of the Study 

1. To assess how COVID-19 influenced governance structures in Nigeria. 

2. To examine challenges associated with public policy implementation during the pandemic. 
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3. To determine the role political institutions played in shaping Nigeria’s COVID-19 response. 

4. To evaluate citizens’ perceptions of government responsiveness during the pandemic. 

Research Questions 

1. How did COVID-19 affect governance structures in Nigeria? 

2. What were the major challenges encountered in implementing public policies during the 

pandemic? 

3. What roles did political institutions play in shaping Nigeria’s COVID-19 response? 

4. How did citizens perceive the government’s responsiveness to the pandemic? 

Hypotheses 

H₀₁: There is no significant relationship between the COVID-19 pandemic and changes in governance 

structures in Nigeria. 

H₀₂: There is no significant relationship between the COVID-19 pandemic and public policy 

implementation challenges in Nigeria. 

 

Literature Review 

Previous studies on governance during pandemics (UNDP, 2021; Peters, 2020) suggest that governments 

often resort to centralizing power and suspending some democratic norms under the guise of crisis 

management. In Nigeria, governance during COVID-19 saw increased executive authority through 

Presidential Task Forces and nationwide lockdowns, often without formal legislative input (Bello & 

Yusuf, 2020). 

Challenges in policy implementation in developing countries are typically worsened during emergencies 

due to lack of institutional preparedness, corruption, and infrastructural decay (Olowu, 2022). 

Furthermore, the exclusion of citizens and civil society organizations in decision-making weakens 

compliance and trust in government programs (Adepoju, 2021). This review underscores the critical need 

to examine the intersection of pandemics, governance, and public administration within the Nigerian 

context. 

Building upon previous studies on governance during pandemics (UNDP, 2021; Peters, 2020), it is 

evident that global health emergencies often trigger exceptional governance measures, with governments 

consolidating authority to manage crises swiftly. In Nigeria, the COVID-19 pandemic offered a notable 

case where executive authority was reinforced through Presidential Task Forces and ad hoc decisions, 

frequently bypassing legislative scrutiny (Bello & Yusuf, 2020). Such centralization of power has raised 

concerns about democratic backsliding and weakened institutional accountability. The pandemic further 

exposed long-standing challenges in policy implementation across developing nations, including Nigeria, 

such as institutional fragility, bureaucratic inefficiency, endemic corruption, and deteriorated public 

infrastructure (Olowu, 2022; Okafor & Akinola, 2021). These systemic weaknesses hindered effective 

public health responses and amplified socio-economic vulnerabilities. In addition, the marginalization of 

civil society and lack of inclusive governance mechanisms reduced citizens' engagement and eroded 

public trust in state interventions (Adepoju, 2021; Ezeani, 2021). This growing distrust was exacerbated 

by inconsistent communication, poor transparency, and limited grassroots involvement in pandemic-

related policymaking. Therefore, understanding the governance dynamics during pandemics particularly 

in the Nigerian context demands a critical appraisal of how public administration adapts (or fails to adapt) 

in the face of crisis, the implications for democratic norms, and the role of inclusive governance in 

ensuring resilience. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This study adopts the Crisis Management Theory, which provides a valuable lens for understanding how 

governments and institutions respond to unexpected and high-pressure situations such as pandemics, 

natural disasters, or security threats. The theory was significantly developed by scholars such as 

Rosenthal, Boin, and Comfort (2001), who emphasized the critical need for preparedness, coordination, 

leadership, adaptability, and communication during crisis situations. According to these scholars, crises 

often require swift, centralized decision-making to prevent further escalation of harm. However, such 
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centralization can simultaneously undermine democratic values, transparency, and accountability if not 

properly managed. The theory identifies three primary phases of crisis management: 

1. Pre-crisis phase – involving risk assessment, early warning systems, and institutional readiness; 

2. Crisis response phase – characterized by rapid decision-making, resource mobilization, and 

emergency interventions; 

3. Post-crisis or recovery phase – focusing on evaluation, learning, and rebuilding institutional 

resilience. 

In Nigeria, the Crisis Management Theory is particularly relevant in explaining the restructuring of 

governance during the COVID-19 pandemic. The government's response was marked by the formation of 

Presidential Task Forces, issuance of executive orders, and implementation of nationwide lockdowns, 

often with minimal legislative or judicial involvement. These measures align with the theory's emphasis 

on centralized command and urgent responses during emergencies. However, they also illustrate the 

inherent risks described by the theory such as diminished checks and balances, limited stakeholder 

engagement, and reduced civic participation. 

Furthermore, scholars like Boin and t’Hart (2003) and Comfort (2007) have expanded on the theory by 

stressing the importance of institutional learning, inter-agency collaboration, and adaptive governance. 

These components are essential for democratic resilience in the face of repeated or prolonged crises. The 

Nigerian case highlights how institutional fragility, poor infrastructure, and limited civic trust complicate 

effective crisis management. The theory thus serves as a useful tool to critique not only what governments 

do during crises but also how they do it and at what cost to democratic governance.  

In essence, the Crisis Management Theory underpins this study by providing a conceptual framework for 

analyzing the trade-offs between efficient crisis response and democratic accountability, particularly 

within the fragile institutional context of Nigeria. It helps to evaluate both the strengths and shortcomings 

of the Nigerian government's approach to pandemic governance, as well as its implications for public 

administration, legitimacy, and policy implementation during emergencies. 

Key Proponents of Crisis Management Theory: 

 Uriel Rosenthal, Arjen Boin, & Louise K. Comfort (2001) – Pioneered crisis decision-making 

models in public administration. 

 Arjen Boin & Paul ‘t Hart (2003) – Emphasized leadership and institutional learning during 

crisis. 

 Louise K. Comfort (2007) – Highlighted the importance of adaptive systems and organizational 

resilience in crisis governance. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 Research Design: Descriptive Survey 

 Population and Sample: 350 respondents comprising government workers, civil society 

members, and citizens across Nigeria. 

 Instrument: Structured questionnaire with 20 items across 4 sections. 

 Sampling Technique: Stratified random sampling. 

 Data Analysis: 

o Research questions analyzed using mean scores. 

o Criterion mean set at 2.50. Mean ≥ 2.50 = Agreement; Mean < 2.50 = Disagreement. 

o Null hypotheses tested using Chi-square (χ²) at a 0.05 significance level. 

RESULTS 
Table 1: Effects of COVID-19 on Governance Structures 

Item Mean Score Decision 

Increased use of executive orders bypassing legislative oversight 2.95 Agreed 

Governance became more centralized during the pandemic 3.21 Agreed 

Emergency powers were invoked frequently 3.18 Agreed 

Local governments were excluded from key decision-making 2.70 Agreed 

Judiciary played minimal roles in COVID-19 response decisions 2.62 Agreed 
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Table 2: Challenges in Public Policy Implementation During COVID-19 

Item Mean Score Decision 

Poor coordination among ministries and agencies 3.12 Agreed 

Inadequate funding for pandemic response programs 3.39 Agreed 

Corruption in the distribution of palliatives 3.33 Agreed 

Lack of transparency in policy execution 3.02 Agreed 

Weak health and emergency infrastructure 3.45 Agreed 

Hypotheses Testing 

Hypothesis χ² Calculated χ² Critical df Decision 

H₀₁ 22.45 15.51 8 Rejected 

H₀₂ 19.73 15.51 8 Rejected 

 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

The findings reveal a significant shift in Nigeria's governance structure during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The use of emergency powers and executive orders bypassed traditional democratic checks and balances, 

as highlighted by Rosenthal et al. (2001) and Peters (2020). Centralization of governance created short-

term gains in coordination but long-term threats to democratic accountability. 

Policy implementation was marred by institutional inefficiency, funding inadequacies, and corruption, 

consistent with the works of Bello & Yusuf (2020) and Olowu (2022). Citizens' perceptions indicated 

distrust in the government's ability to implement fair and transparent policies, underlining a growing need 

for reform. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study provides empirical evidence that the COVID-19 pandemic had profound implications for 

governance and public policy implementation in Nigeria. While the government demonstrated some level 

of responsiveness, the mechanisms employed often lacked transparency, inclusion, and accountability. 

The challenges encountered highlight structural weaknesses in Nigeria’s governance system and suggest 

the need for a more resilient, participatory, and decentralized approach in crisis management. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Institutionalize Emergency Preparedness Units: Every government ministry should have a 

crisis response department trained for public health emergencies. 

2. Decentralize Policy Implementation: Empower local governments and civil society 

organizations to take active roles in emergency planning and execution. 

3. Ensure Legislative Oversight: Mandate continuous legislative involvement, even during 

emergencies, to uphold checks and balances. 

4. Promote Transparency in Emergency Funding: Use open data platforms to monitor fund 

disbursement and project delivery. 

5. Citizen Engagement Mechanisms: Implement platforms for collecting feedback and grievances 

from the public during policy formulation and execution. 
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