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ABSTRACT

Persistent youth unemployment constitutes one of the most pressing developmental challenges
confronting Nigeria in the twenty-first century. Despite successive government administrations
introducing a wide array of policy interventions, the structural roots of labour market exclusion among
young Nigerians have remained deeply entrenched. This paper undertakes a comprehensive and critical
evaluation of the Nigeria Youth Investment Fund (NYIF) as a targeted public policy response to the crisis
of youth unemployment, examining the period spanning 2019 to 2023. Two interrelated dimensions are
interrogated: the institutional architecture and stakeholder dynamics underpinning the Fund's policy
formulation; the operational mechanisms and bureaucratic pathways governing its implementation across
federal agencies. Data were subjected to both descriptive statistical analysis and thematic interpretive
frameworks to generate a multi-dimensional portrait of the Fund's functioning and effects. Empirical
findings reveal that the NYIF has demonstrably expanded access to start-up capital, facilitated targeted
entrepreneurship training, and established mentorship networks that have meaningfully enhanced the
economic agency of a segment of Nigeria's youth population.

Keywords: Investment Fund, Nigeria Youth Investment Fund, Youth Unemployment, Youth
Employment, Unemployment in Nigeria.

INTRODUCTION

The republic of Nigeria is at a crossroad in history. The country, with the largest population in the African
continent, boasts of an incredible human capital capacity, a demographic dividend that, given proper
conditions, can drive the continual economic change. However, the same demographic richness that ought
to be the largest developmental resource of Nigeria, has under the lack of sufficient policy structures,
turned out to be one of its most severe weaknesses. Over half of the Nigerian population falls within the
age group of less than thirty years and a significant number of these youths are either wholly not
employed, partly employed in unsteady informal employment or occupied in activities which do not
utilize their educational levels or latent productive potentials. The resultant impact is an escalating
structural unemployment crisis that erodes the social fabric, fires up political instability and stifles
economic growth.

National Bureau of statistics (NBS) reports that youth unemployment in Nigeria has been at historically
high levels, with the latest statistical estimate standing at about 34 percent, which though disputable in its
exact calculation, still reflects the magnitude of a crisis that has been beyond redress in a number of
consecutive administrations. The spillover effects of this mass displacement go way past the economic
point to include increasing crime and city insecurity, heightened rural-to-urban migration, increased
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vulnerability of disenfranchised young people to political manipulation and radicalization to violent
extremes, and a deep loss of trust between generations concerning government institutions.

It is into this tricky and challenging space that the administration of President Muhammadu Buhari in
2019 brought the programme Nigeria youth investment Fund as a signature policy project specifically
designed to break the cycle of youth unemployment and underemployment. The NYIF was thought out as
a direct reaction to the aggregation of failures of the prior interventions - the realisation that patchwork,
underfunded and inadequately coordinated programmes had not provided the structural adjustment
needed to address the crisis of youth unemployment in Nigeria. The NYIF was a project of unusual
seriousness into the Nigerian youth employment policy situation by mobilisation of specific public
financial resources, institutional alliance across several federal agencies, and direct delivery of capital,
training and mentorship to young entrepreneurs.

The Fund was aimed to accommodate Nigerians aged 18-35 who run their own businesses or want to
found new ones. It offers loans, grants and equity capital and augmented, with structured business
development services such as skills training and mentorship (Okorie, Nwosu, Atukpa & Nwigwe, 2024).
The NYIF aimed at formalising these parts of the informal economy by providing formal financial
services to young business people who would not have otherwise accessed traditional banking systems,
and by increasing the productive base of enterprise in Nigeria. Abdulrazaq and Lambe (2024) describe the
logic of development of the Fund as being based on the belief that the latent entrepreneurial potential
among Nigerian youth is immense and that the potential is not suppressed due to lack of ambition or
talent but due to structural barriers to capital, knowledge, and professional networks.

Concept of Youth Unemployment

The United Nations defines youth as the age group between 15 and 24. Variation in the definitions of
individual countries' official statistics makes cross-country comparisons difficult. In some analyses, the
youth are further divided into teenagers (15-19 years old) and young adults (20-24 years old). Some
authors argue that the unemployment numbers for these two groups and the challenges they face vary
significantly and would thus call for separate approaches for alleviating unemployment.

Youth unemployment is a situation of young people living without an engaged work to earn a living. The
International Labour Organization society considers it as the entire population of able people living as
active people but are living without employment and are also willing and available for work (Olawoyin,
2017).

An individual is typically considered unemployed when he or she has not worked for a specific period but
would like to and is, hence, actively searching for work. Yet, the definition of unemployment can also
vary from country to country. In some countries, students who are actively looking for a job are counted
as part of the workforce, while in others, they are not. The number of inactive youths, i.e., those not
actively searching for work and not being in the labor force or in education, can also exhibit quite a
variation across countries. Such data of the non-employed, which comprises both unemployed and
inactive individuals, can be more meaningful as it gives a clearer idea of the real magnitude of the
problem. It is, however, less viable due to differences in definitions and problems with availability.
(Gorlich, Stepanock & Al-Hussami, 2013).

The increasing rate of youth unemployment has significantly contributed to the dramatic rise in social
unrest in the country. Unemployment constitutes a series of serious developmental problems and is
increasingly more serious all over Nigeria as the largest proportions of the unemployed are university and
polytechnic graduates. Currently, there is a 40% unemployment rate among urban youth aged twenty to
twenty-four. Also, there is a 31% rate among those aged fifteen to nineteen, and two-thirds of the urban
unemployed who are fifteen to twenty-four years old. For a long time now, Nigeria has been characterized
by youth unemployment (Alanana, 2003).

The unemployed often belong to particular groups: ethnic minorities, high school dropouts, and residents
of poorer areas (Freeman & Wise, 1982). As the socio-economic situation of these groups is problematic
in general, this underlines the importance of tackling youth unemployment.
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Apart from policy failures, available information by the National Universities Commission reiterated that
the massive unemployment of Nigerian university graduates in the country can be traceable to the
disequilibrium between labour market requirements and lack of essential employable skills by the
graduates (NUC, 2004). These critical skill gaps inhibit the development of youths and the entire
development of the nation, as more than half of the Nigerian population is under the age of 30. Nigeria’s
population is predominantly made up of youths. In addition, a national survey jointly sponsored by NUC
and the Education Trust Fund (ETF) in 2004 sought to determine the labour market needs. The study
revealed that 44 percent of the 20 organizations rated Nigerian science graduates as average in
competence, 56 percent rated them as average in innovation and 50 percent rated them as average in
rational judgment, 63 percent as average in leadership skills, and 44 percent as average in creativity.

On needed skills like literacy, oral communication, information technology, entrepreneurship, analytical,
problem-solving, and decision making, 60 percent rated them as poor. By any standard, the above
statistics reflect a poor assessment of Nigerian University graduates and further buttress the argument that
Nigerian university graduates are unemployable (Okafor, 2011). Okafor (2011) is in concordance with the
NUC opinion by asserting that the high rate of unemployment can be blamed on the lack of adequate
provision for job creation in the development plans, the ever-expanding educational growth and the
desperate desire of the youths to acquire University education irrespective of the course and course
contents. As a result, a number of skills acquired from the University appear dysfunctional and irrelevant.
In addition, Umoh (2012), observes that several such NEPAD and NDE programmes and other youth
employment schemes operated as independent bodies, whereas they should have a logical interface with
other macroeconomic policies so as to maximize returns, underscoring the little effect of their possible
impact

Nigeria Youth Investment Fund: Background and Design.

The Nigeria Youth Investment Fund has a unique position in the history of youth employment
programmes in Nigeria because of its clear emphasis on entrepreneurship finance, institutional design,
and its particular targeting of youth between the ages of 18 and 35 years in various economic sectors.
Okeke (2023) offers a detailed context of the logic behind the design of the Fund, believing it to be a
response to what he considers as the first thing holding back the development of youth-led enterprises in
Nigeria: structural inability of the youth to access formal capital markets. The risk analysis of
conventional banking institutions is habitual in disadvantaging young entreprencurs who do not have
credit histories, collateral, or the social contacts that grease the way of exposure to informal lending
markets and exclusions which the NYIF is specifically aimed at redressing by infrastructure risk-tolerant
public financing to ventures which otherwise would not get access to the private capital market.

The sectoral orientation of the NYIF, including agriculture, technology, creative industries, health,
manufacturing and various service sectors, is indicative of a bid to be in line with structural
transformation priorities of the overall Nigerian development agenda in regards to developing youth
enterprise. The Fund is not only striving to generate a few cases of employment opportunities but is also
expected to help diversify and expand the productive foundation of the larger economy by guiding the
entrepreneurial energy to those areas that have real growth potential and back linkages to the rest of the
economy. The analysis of sectoral targeting of the Fund by Otitoju, Folorunsho, Erinfolami and Odewusi
(2023) is generally in support, though it is essential to consider that it is quite challenging to reach the
viable level of investment in such highly capital-intensive sectors as manufacturing.

The size of the issue of the NYIF relative to the size of its budget is a major analysis question, that is,
whether the scale of the problem and the magnitude of its budget have been comparable. The
capitalization of the Fund, which is sizeable on the scale of past youth employment programmes in
Nigeria, is a small intervention, when compared to the magnitude of the unemployment problem - a
problem that includes tens of millions of young Nigerians. Opponents of the Fund have observed that the
resources of the Fund become necessarily concentrated in the hands of a small proportion among eligible
young people, and the validity of selection processes, equity, and the extent to which programme benefits
are widely spread or concentrated in the hands of already comparatively advantaged persons.
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A number of past studies have assessed the performance of the NYIF using different methodologic
techniques and different conclusions. Abdulrazaq and Lambe (2024) give an assessment report where they
indicate that the Fund has positively impacted financial inclusion and capacity-building in
entrepreneurship, but has significant persistence in accessing the youth in northern and rural areas. The
results of their work highlight the issue of geographical concentration that plagues most nationally
designed programmes carried out in federal administrative machinery. Okorie et al. (2024) are more
interested in how the Fund facilitates business formalisation and find that the involvement of the NYIF
has prompted some beneficiaries to formalise their businesses and use formal financial and regulatory
regimes - an effect that has had positive impacts on tax revenue, regulatory compliance, and long-term
sustainability of the business.

METHODOLOGY

The study adopted a mixed method research design with a sample size of 225 respondent selected through
purposive sampling technique.

The instrument of the study was a research questionnaire. The research questionnaire comprises of 10
items and was divided into two sections, (A&B). Section A Look at the demographic background of the
respondent while section B was structured to elicit a likert scale response of Strongly Agree, Agree,
Neutral, Disagree and Strongly Disagree.

The reliability index of 0.78 and 0.82 was established using cronbach Alpha statistics. The researcher
Administered 225 questionnaire to the respondents, however 197 representing 87.6% of the respondents
was retrieved from the administered instrument.

The questionnaire items were analyzed using mean statistics.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

Policy Formulation Processes of the NYIF

Table 1. presents survey data on respondents' perceptions of the NYIF's policy formulation processes
across five critical dimensions.

Table 1: Perceptions of NYIF Policy Formulation Processes

Statement SA (%) A (%) N (%) D (%) SD (%)
The NYIF objectives are clearly | 28.4 41.6 14.2 11.7 4.1
articulated and widely communicated

Stakeholders were meaningfully | 18.3 29.4 22.3 21.8 8.1
consulted during programme design

The NYIF design accurately reflects the | 31.0 38.6 16.2 10.7 3.6
challenges facing Nigerian youth

Evidence-based research informed the | 22.8 34.5 21.3 15.7 5.6
formulation of the NYIF

Youth voices were incorporated in the | 15.2 26.9 24.4 24.9 8.6

policy-making process

Source: Field Survey Data, 2026 (SA=Strongly Agree, A=Agree, N=Neutral, D=Disagree, SD=Strongly Disagree)

The survey data with regard to the dimensions of policy formulation provide an image of moderate, yet
not universal, confidence in the organizational design process of the NYIF. Most of the respondents (70.0
percent) agree or strongly agree that the goals of the NYIF are well established, which implies that the
policy rationale behind the Fund and its goals have been communicated to the core stakeholders with a
reasonable level of clarity. This result is consistent with the Omoju & Ikhinde (2024) who highlight the
initial significance of objective clarity in ensuring the success of the programme, noting that clearly
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defined goals help the beneficiaries to cognize what they are engaging in and policymakers to create
meaningful accountability standards.

Nonetheless, the aspect of stakeholder consultancy in the design of programmes illustrates a more parted
image. The proportion of 47.7 percent of the respondents agreeing that the stakeholders were
meaningfully consulted during the design stage of the NYIF with 29.9 percent disagreeing or strongly
disagreeing. This is a major issue in governance deficit: the literature on implementation generally views
inclusive stakeholder consultation as an essential factor of programme legitimacy, adoption, and
effectiveness. Samson and Stanley (2014) record the political reimbursements of this consultation deficit,
stating that a programme created without real input of beneficiaries are perceived as foisted upon them
instead of co-ownership, which creates resistance and lack of engagement among exactly the populations
they are meant to serve.

The question on youth voice in policy-making comes out with the greatest split in opinion among the
respondents as only 42.1 percent say that the views of young people were taken into account when
formulating the NYIF, and 33.5 percent say no or strongly no. Ugo and Ukpere (2011) declare lack of
youth inclusion in the process of policy-making as one of the most intractable and outlived failures of the
Nigerian youth employment governance, stating that the youth should be placed not as a passive recipient
of the policy, but as an active co-author of the policy, which touches their lives. This is the indication of
this research which indicates that the NYIF is yet to attain this standard of participatory.

It is a bit ironical that the discovery that 69.6 percent of the respondents believe that the NYIF design is a
true mirror of the challenges confronting Nigerian youth is despite the little consultation of stakeholders
and youths of the country as was earlier stated above. It can mean that the architects of the Fund used
credible research and expert interpretation to make sure that the Fund fits the problem environment even
without participation in the formulation process, or that the respondents are evaluating the content validity
of the Fund (does it cover the right problems?) but not its process validity (was it formulated in the right
way?). However, the lack of consultation with the stakeholders coupled with the sufficient diagnosis of
the issues is another typical trend in the governance of youth employment in Nigeria that the evidence
provided in this research supports.

Implementation Strategies and Operational Performance

Table 2. presents survey data on respondents' assessments of the NYIF's implementation strategies and
operational mechanisms.

Table 2: Assessment of NYIF Implementation Strategies

Statement SA (%) A (%) N (%) D (%) SD (%)

The NYIF application process is | 14.2 23.9 19.3 28.4 14.2
accessible and straightforward

Fund disbursement occurs in a timely | 11.7 26.4 21.3 28.9 11.7
and predictable manner

Training and capacity-building support | 29.9 40.1 15.2 11.2 3.6
is adequate and relevant

Mentorship support provided is of high | 27.4 38.6 16.8 13.7 3.6
quality and consistent

Post-disbursement follow-up support is | 12.2 22.3 19.3 31.5 14.7
sufficient to sustain beneficiaries

Monitoring and evaluation mechanisms | 16.2 279 24.4 22.3 9.1
adequately track programme outcomes

Source: Field Survey Data, 2026

The data on the implementation indicate that there is a trend of a focused strength and severe weakness in

the performance of the NYIF. The Fund has the most promising operational aspect in the provision of
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training and capacity building whereby 70.0 percent of the respondents agreed and strongly agreed that
training support is sufficient and relevant. On the same note, 66.0 percent of respondents rate mentorship
support positively. These results are consistent with the evidence provided in the qualitative interviews,
where the participants reporting on the benefits of their NYIF experience invariably referenced training
and mentorship as the most useful and effective aspects of that experience. This finding is supported
theoretically by the Bet9ja Foundation (2024) and Eze and Chijioke (2022), who state that mentorship and
systematic capacity building are some of the best interventions in enhancing the results of youth
entrepreneurship.

Nevertheless, the application procedure and payment of funds areas show that there are severe
implementation flaws. It is only 38.1 percent of the respondents who indicate that the application process
can be accessed and is easy, with 42.6 percent, disagreeing or strongly disagreeing. It is an indicting
conclusion of a programme that is, in essence, designed to bring young Nigerians financial opportunity:
when a large percentage of the potential applicants are discouraged to proceed or even pursue the
procedure due to the complexities and inaccessibility of the programme, its applicability is necessarily
limited. This bottleneck is mentioned by Maxwell (2025) as one of the most pervasive design failures of
the Nigerian youth employment programmes, as he asserts that the bureaucratic application processes are
effective filters to prevent the most marginalized applicants, the very people that the programmes are
meant to access.

The timeliness of the fund’s disbursement is also evaluated in a more critical way: 38.1 percent of the
respondents do not agree with or strongly disagree with the fact that the disbursement is timely and
predictable, only 38.1 percent agree with it. Delays in payment of funds are not just administrative
nuisances at least among young entrepreneurs who have invested business resources and commitments to
the offer, delays in payment can be financially devastating to the businesses that the programme is
supposedly meant to help in building. In their report on the implementation failure of N-Power, Ethel and
Samuel (2024) record how the delays in disbursements resulted in widespread disillusionment among the
beneficiaries of the programme, in Rivers State, whose impacts were felt not only in damaging their
immediate finances, but also in negating the trust of long-term confidence to government programmes.
The most urgent dimension in which implementation can be improved is post-disbursement follow-up
support: only 34.5 per cent of the respondents think that this support is adequate, and 46.2 per cent do not.
This result supports one of the most confident conclusions of the existing empirical research on youth
enterprise programmes in Nigeria and other similar situations, which is that the delivery of start-up
funding and initial training, in the absence of post-programme mentorship, regularly does not produce
long-term enterprise effects. Similar trends are reported in the YESSO programme, where 43 percent of
those that left skills training did not initiate income-generating enterprises upon program completion, a
fact that leads to the crucial role of the post-programme-support gap.

CONCLUSION

The fundamental result of this study is that the NYIF is an intervention in the Nigerian youth employment
environment that is truly very important, one that has proved to positively impact the economic
opportunities of its target market due to its ability to provide financial resources, entreprencurial
education, and mentoring services in a synergistic manner.

The study has also recorded with equal rigour a constellation of functional and structural constraints
under which the activities of the NYIF have been limited in terms of effectiveness and equity. The
complexity and lack of accessibility of the application process; the lack of reliability of fund
disbursement; the insufficiency of continuity of the post-support; the lack of stakeholder and youth
involvement in the programme governance; the geographic inequities in the program coverage; and the
gender bias that impedes female access to the programme benefits are all the areas of addressable
weaknesses whose improvement would highly contribute to the developmental contribution of the Fund.
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