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ABSTRACT  
The study seeks to analyze the level of income inequality among individuals, the pattern of income 
distribution and the level of poverty in Nigeria from 1970 to 2018 with the aim of highlighting the 
trend of income distribution over the years. Data on level of income distribution, level of poverty and 
income inequalities were obtained from World Bank. Data were analyzed using descriptive analysis. 
The results show that the level of income inequality and poverty level has increased over the years. 
More so, it was discovered that the level of income inequality, income distribution and poverty level 
has remain essentially the same for over a decade. 
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INTRODUCTION  
Inequalities constitute a major issue of concern in developing countries. It is one of the factors that are 
perceived to have hindered the economic growth and development of developing countries (MDG’s). 
The issue of economic inequalities is so important that reducing to the barest minimum has being a 
concern for both domestic and development agencies policies thrust over the years (Sami, 2006). 
Bridging the gap between the rich and the poor, particularly, in developing countries has being a 
significant and principal target of the development process. The global goal cumulated in the United 
Nations General Assembly notably confirmation of it in the context of the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) when some 189 countries approved fighting Poverty as an integral aspects of the 
consensus the notable international community commitment in September 2000. The interest in global 
poverty reduction of both international policy maker, has promoted the quest to achieve substantial 
progress in poverty reduction by placing emphasis on the need to formulate and implement measures 
that are purposefully biased in favor of the poor. Giving attention to lifting people out of absolute 
poverty essentially implies given consideration to income distribution across countries (King, 2003). 
Undeniably, absolute poverty is bound to decrease whenever economic growth positively affects the 
income distribution of the poor. However, it is presumably not the only requirement. Policy makers 
with an interest in poverty reduction are also concerned with the distribution of growth rates amongst 
the population. This is important because the distribution of any increment to growth will determine 
the rate at which economic growth is converted into poverty reduction. More precisely, the larger the 
share of any increment to growth captured by the poor, the higher the pro-poorness feature of 
economic growth (Sami, 2006) 
The relationship between economic growth and poverty reduction is thus of direct relevance to the 
challenge of fighting poverty in all its aspects. There is growing evidence that achieving both high and 
equitable growth is strengthening the linkage between growth and poverty reduction. This represents a 
major departure from the trickle-down development approach whereby economic growth benefits the 
more affluent in the first stage of development process, followed by the less well-off because of the 
rise in the expenditures of the rich. This means that the development process will be accompanied by 
a rise in the inequalities since the poor benefit less proportionately from economic growth than do the 
non-poor. 
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Income inequality is very pronounced in most part of economic developing nations like Nigeria where 
earnings and assets are largely unevenly distributed. There are very rich people with a high standard 
of living who has adequate means to essentials of life such as balanced three square meals, 
comfortable housing with basic infrastructure etc. as well as some other very poor people with a low 
standard of living, who daily struggle for survival. Poverty is often defined in absolute terms of low 
income, for example, living on less than 2 dollars a day. But in reality, the consequences of poverty 
exist on a relative scale. The poorest of the poor, around the world, have the worst health. Evidence 
has shown that the lower an individual’s socioeconomic position the worst their health (WHO, 2013).   
Living a low-quality life resulting in unhealthy conditions, mass illiteracy, abject poverty, unstable 
jobs and inability to meet basic human longings such as nourishment, decent wears and comfortable 
housing suggests the presence of abject poverty in an economy. This income disparity between the 
rich and the poor continues to grow wider without any feasible solution sight. It is notable that 
poverty reductions, as well as a reduction in income inequality, are core components of inclusive 
growth. If growth is to be inclusive the questions to ask are: is growth able to generate employment 
for the massive poor and unemployed population who has been previously excluded from contributing 
to the growth process? Are the proceeds from economic growth equitably disturbed? Is there an 
improvement in social inclusion, do the poor now have equal access to economic opportunities? 
Inequality of opportunity, both within and among nations, sustains extreme deprivation, results in 
wasted human potential and often weakens prospects for overall prosperity and economic growth 
(WDR,2006) Efforts have been made in order to reduce or eradicate poverty and inequality through 
establishment of policies and programs in Nigeria over the past decades, such effort includes SURE-P 
and YOUWIN project by the immediate past president, FADAMA project, National Directorate of 
Employment (NDE), Operation Feed the Nation (OFN), Conditional Cash Transfer Program (already 
implemented in 27 States, with special focus on homes led by poverty-stricken and aged relicts, 
deprived and minors) just to mention a few (Onyema, 2012). 
In the 1980s many less developed countries (LDCs) introduced SAPs in an effort to promote growth 
and redress the negative trends in a number of economic indicators. Studies have found that 
adjustment policies have had negative impact on some socioeconomic groups. Recently the depth and 
severity of extreme poverty in Nigeria has been alarming. And over the years, the government 
undertook some macroeconomic policies with the aim of reducing, if not totally eradicating poverty. 
These policies were expected to at least raise the standard of living of Nigerians. The impact of these 
policies on alleviating poverty has been contentious. Some studies in the past have argued that the 
poor has benefited more from these policies (Obadan, 1994; Faruquee, 1994); while some found that 
there was positive real growth yet poverty and inequality still worsened (Aigbokhan, 2000). There is 
now a growing agreement that both the rate and the distributional impact of growth are important in 
fighting poverty. this means that pro-poorness of a given growth rate is more important in certain 
cases than in others. 
The Nigerian problem in the 20

th
 century has been the inability to get the best from her human 

resources (World Bank, 2000). Incidentally, the importance of unequal access to opportunities, assets, 
income and expenditure cannot be overemphasized as it plays important roles in reducing poverty and 
spurring the economy to long-term development. Nigeria has experienced a high incidence of poverty 
over the last two decades (Olaniyan and Awoyemi, 2005). The impact of the incidence becomes more 
important because of the high inequality associated with even this low level of household income and 
expenditure. Achieving equitable distribution of income and alleviation of poverty has for some time 
been a major development objective. Studies have, therefore, especially in the 1970s, appraised 
development policies in term of how far these objectives are being realized. It is based on this that 
study seeks to analyze available data to highlight the level of income inequality, the pattern of 
distribution and level of poverty in Nigeria from 1970 to 2018.  

 
2.1 ANALYSES OF DATA 
Data on inequality and poverty first appeared in the World Bank Development Indicator in 1985. 
However data on income distribution and poverty are reported by the World Bank on annual basis. 
New set data are presented when there is a significant change in the level of poverty and income 
distribution. Thus, the interval between two set of data also vary. Relevant data source from the World 
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Bank Data Base of 2019 are presented and interpreted to give empirical evidence to the objective of 
the study.  

Table 2.1 Pattern of Income Distribution 

Income Share Held 1985 1992  1996 2003 2009 

Income share held by lowest 10% 2.5 1.3 1.3 2.1 2 

Income share held by lowest 20% 6 4 3.7 5.7 5.4 

Income share held by lowest 20% 10.4 8.9 7.7 10.4 9.7 

Income share held by lowest 20% 15.5 14.4 12.3 15.4 14.4 

Income share held by lowest 20% 23 23.4 19.8 22.5 21.6 

Income share held by lowest 20% 45 49.3 56.5 46 49 

Income share held by lowest 10% 28.2 31.4 40.7 29.8 32.7 

 

Table 2.2 Level of Income Inequality  

Gini Coefficient 38.7 45 51.9 40.1 43 

 
The Gini coefficient is the summary statistic for the inequality and calculated from the data of income 
distribution in table 2.1. Gini coefficient is a measure of the inequality among values of income it is a 
value between 0 and 100. A given coefficient of 0 means there is no disparity in the income of 
households in the economy. On the other hand a gin coefficient of 100 means highest level of 
inequality. The nearer a coefficient is to zero, the lesser the level of income inequality. While a 
coefficient nearer to 100 means higher income inequality. The given coefficient of 38.7, 45, 51.9, 40.1 
and 43 for 1985, 1992, 1996, 2003 and 2009 respectively. This means that the level of income 
inequality has increase over the year relative to 1985. 

Table 2.3 Level of poverty in Nigeria 

Income Line  1985 1992 1996 2003 2009 

PGI at $3.20 a day 40.3 44 48.4 40.8 40.3 

PHCR at $3.20 a day 78.5 77.1 82 79.9 77.6 

PGI at $5.50 a day 60.1 61.7 65.1 60.7 59.6 

PHCR at $5.50 a day 93.5 92.5 92.5 94.1 92.1 

PGI at $1.90 a day 21.5 27.4 27.4 21.9 21.8 

PHCR at $1.90 a day 53.3 57.1 57.1 53.5 53.5 

 
The first set of data on level of poverty in Nigeria from the World Bank appeared in the World Bank 
Data in 1985. The study used two measure of poverty; poverty gap index (PGI) and head count ratio 
to analyze the level of poverty Nigeria. Poverty gap index the depth of poverty by considering how 
far, on the average the poor are from a given poverty line. The headcount ratio measures poverty as 
the percentage of the population that is below the poverty line. 
Three different poverty lines are used to measure headcount ratio and estimate poverty gap index in 
the study. These poverty lines 1.90, 3.20 and 5.50 dollars a day. That is any individual whose 
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consumption expenditure is less than the above value is poor with reference to the particular poverty 
line. 
In 1985, it was estimated that about 53.5 percent of Nigerian was living with or less than 1.90 dollar a 
day. Among that number about 21.5 percent of the population lived with consumption level that is 
below the poverty gap. In the same year, using the poverty line of 3.20 dollar per day poverty line, it 
is estimated that about 78.5 of Nigerian households are living with or less than 3.20 dollar a day and 
about 40.3 percent of the population is below the poverty line of 3.20 dollar per day. Similarly, it is 
shown that about 93.5 percent of Nigerians are living with or less than 5.30 dollar per day, while 60 
percent of Nigerians are living on less than 5.30 dollar a day. 
In 1992 the level of poverty increase, those on below 1.90 dollar per day increase to 57.1 with 27 
percent living below 190 dollar per day. Those on or below 1.90 dollar per day increase to 57.1 with 
27 percent living below 3.20 dollar a day increase to 44 percent of the population. Similarly, the 
percentage of household living on or below 5.5o reduced to 92.5 percent but the percentage of 
household living below 1.90 dollar per day grow to 31.1 percent of household. As much as 48.4 
percent were living below 3.20 dollar per day while as much as 65.1 percent of Nigeria lived below 
5.5 dollar per day. The poverty level of 2009 at all level of poverty links are similarly to the condition 
of 1985. 

 

CONCLUSION 
Nigeria has experienced economic growth over the years but the study shows that it has not translated 
to improving the economic wellbeing of Nigeria. The study shows that the commitments of various 
administration towards reducing poverty notwithstanding, the level of income inequality, income 
distribution and poverty level has not changed over the years. It follows that there has being no 
significant improvement on the level of the wellbeing of the poor in Nigeria from 1970 to 2018, rather 
the gap between the rich and the poor has increased and the level has increased. However, from 2009 
till December 2019 new estimates of poverty level is yet to be reported by the World Bank, meaning 
the poverty level that exist in 2019 has been sustained for over a decade. 
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