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Abstract

This article explores the pressing issue of brain drain within Nigerian universities,
focusing on how institutions can retain top academic talent. It identifies key factors
contributing to the exodus of skilled professionals, such as poor working conditions,
inadequate remuneration, limited research opportunities, and political instability.
The impact of brain drain is examined, highlighting the decline in academic quality,
reduced innovation, and increased dependence on foreign institutions. In response,
the article proposes strategies for retention, including improving working conditions,
enhancing research funding, ensuring career advancement opportunities, and
fostering international collaborations. Additionally, engaging the Nigerian academic
diaspora through alumni networks is suggested as a means of knowledge transfer
and capacity building. The paper argues that a concerted effort by university
administrators, the government, and other stakeholders can reverse the trend of brain
drain, helping Nigerian universities to regain their competitive edge and sustain
academic excellence.

Keywords: Brain Drain, Talents, Nigerian Universities, Inadequate remuneration,

Political Instability
Introduction

Brain drain, or the emigration of highly skilled professionals, has long plagued
all sectors of the Nigerian economy and specifically universities, threatening to
undermine the country’s academic and economic growth. According to Idoko (2023)
cited by Braimah, Gberevbie, Chidozie and Osimen (2024), the Nigeria Immigration
Service issued 1.9 million new travel passports in 2022 and the immigration rate
(“yapa” syndrome) has been on the increase. Mostly affected is the health and
academic sectors. According to reports, the statistics showed that between January

1, 2022, and September 30, 2022, about 1,307 Nigerian-trained doctors were
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licensed in the UK and Nigeria currently has the third highest number of foreign
doctors working in the UK after India and Pakistan (Afolabi, 2022). Ekpali (2024)
stated that between 15,000 and 16,000 doctors have departed Nigeria in the past five
years, as reported by Nigeria's Health Minister Muhammad Ali Pate. Today, Africa's
most populous country has just 55,000 doctors for a population of 220 million and
similarly, about 42,000 nurses left Nigeria for the past three years to seek better offer
abroad (Saint Ekpali, April 29, 2024).

Nigerian universities struggle with a loss of intellectual capital, research
potential, and quality education. The impact of this exodus is felt in the shrinking of
qualified personnel, diminishing research outputs, and an overall decline in the
academic standards of institutions (Braimah, Gberevbie, Chidozie & Osimen, 2024).
Ogunode and Atobauka (2021) stated that Tribune online paper reports that the
Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) has warned the Federal Government
against encouraging brain drain with a lingering strike and nonchalant attitude
towards the yearnings of ASUU. Prof. Biodun Ogunyemi (ASUU President) said
Ethiopia has already recruited 200 professors from Nigeria while South Africa,
Ghana, Egypt, etc. have a sizeable number of Nigerian professors and that in 2006,
Ethiopia engaged the services of 600 professors, according to Olusegun Akinsanya,
the former Nigeria’s Ambassador to Ethiopia. He added that over 3,000 Nigerians
were living in Ethiopia and that most of them were professionals who were doing
very well in their chosen career. Ethiopia came to recruit 200 professors from
Nigeria. (Tribuneonline, 2020). Egwu (2019) noted that the increasing outflow of
talented academics not only diminishes the intellectual capital within the country but
also poses a substantial threat to the overall quality of education and research
capabilities in Nigerian institutions. This decline in educational quality is

particularly alarming given the growing demand for skilled labor in an increasingly
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globalized economy (Oyewole, 2019). Professor Emmanuel Osodeke, the president
of the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU), also expressed concern over
the mass resignation of lecturers from the country’s universities for better
opportunities abroad as the university lecturers’ strike lingers (Charles Ogwo, 2022.
Business Day).

Research has shown that the emigration of highly qualified professionals is
often driven by multiple interrelated factors, including poor working conditions,
inadequate compensation, and limited opportunities for professional growth (Ayo &
Ajayi, 2022). Additionally, the pervasive issue of political instability and insecurity
in Nigeria contributes to the uncertainty faced by academics, prompting many to
consider relocation as a viable option (Akindele, 2021). The cumulative effect of
these factors has created a challenging landscape for Nigerian universities, leading
to an environment that is often perceived as less attractive compared to their foreign
counterparts. However, addressing this issue requires a comprehensive strategy
focused on improving the working conditions, remuneration, and opportunities for
professional development in Nigeria’s higher education sector. This article explores
the factors contributing to brain drain in Nigerian universities and provides
actionable strategies that can help institutions retain top talent, fostering an
environment conducive to academic excellence and research innovation.
Understanding the Causes of Brain Drain

Brain drain is a slang term that refers to a substantial emigration or migration
of individuals out of a country. It can result from turmoil, the existence of
favorable professional opportunities in other countries, or a desire to seek a

higher standard of living. Brain drain can also occur at the organizational or

industrial levels when workers perceive better pay, benefits, or upward mobility in

another company or industry. (Emeghara, 2023; Isaac, 2024).
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The phenomenon of brain drain in Nigerian universities is multifaceted, driven by a
combination of economic, social, and institutional factors that collectively
discourage academics from remaining in the country. Understanding these causes is
crucial to developing effective strategies for talent retention. Some of such factors
are discussed below.

Poor Working Conditions and Remuneration: One of the most significant drivers
of brain drain in Nigeria is the challenging working environment faced by university
staff. Many Nigerian universities suffer from inadequate facilities, insufficient
resources, and deteriorating infrastructure, which hampers the ability of academics
to perform their duties effectively. A study by Egwu (2019) highlights that poor
laboratory conditions, lack of modern teaching aids, and inadequate library resources
contribute to a discouraging academic atmosphere. In addition to these
infrastructural challenges, the remuneration for academic staff in Nigeria is often
inadequate and inconsistent. Many professors and lecturers face delays in salary
payments, which can severely impact their financial stability and overall job
satisfaction. According to Ayo and Ajayi (2022), the disparity between salaries
offered in Nigerian universities compared to those in foreign institutions further
exacerbates the issue, making emigration an appealing option for many qualified
professionals seeking better financial prospects.

Limited Research and Professional Development Opportunities: Research and
professional development are integral components of academic career. However,
Nigerian universities frequently fall short in providing the necessary support and
funding for research initiatives. The lack of competitive research grants, state-of-
the-art facilities, and collaboration opportunities limit the potential for academic
growth and innovation (Omobowale & Adebayo, 2020). This situation is further

compounded by the absence of robust institutional frameworks that encourage and
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facilitate research activities. As noted by Ezeh and Ojo (2021), many Nigerian
academics are unable to secure funding for their research projects, forcing them to
seek opportunities abroad where institutions offer greater financial support and more
resources. This limitation not only discourages current faculty but also diminishes
the attractiveness of Nigerian universities to prospective academic talent.

Political Instability and Insecurity: The socio-political environment in Nigeria
plays a critical role in the brain drain phenomenon. The persistent political
instability, coupled with rising insecurity in various regions, creates an environment
of uncertainty that deters many academics from committing long-term to their
positions. Akindele (2021) emphasizes that the frequent strikes organized by
academic staff unions and the resultant disruptions to the academic calendar
contribute to frustration among faculty members. Moreover, insecurity in certain
regions of Nigeria has led to concerns for personal safety, prompting academics to
seek safer environments. Nwagwu (2020) highlights that the challenges posed by
kidnappings, violence, and civil unrest have made many professionals feel unsafe,
further driving the desire to relocate abroad where they perceive a greater sense of
security.

Cultural Factors and Globalization: Cultural perceptions also influence brain
drain. The allure of foreign education systems and the prestige associated with
working in internationally recognized institutions often entice talented Nigerian
academics. Many are attracted by the prospect of engaging in cutting-edge research,
networking with global scholars, and benefiting from advanced training
opportunities (Salami & Obafemi, 2021). Additionally, globalization has created a
competitive landscape where academics are acutely aware of their options. The
increasing ease of international mobility allows scholars to seek opportunities

worldwide, making it more challenging for Nigerian universities to compete for top
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talent. This reality underscores the need for Nigerian institutions to enhance their
offerings and promote a positive academic environment that retains skilled
professionals.

In summary, the brain drain in Nigerian universities is driven by a confluence
of factors, including poor working conditions, inadequate compensation, limited
research opportunities, political instability, insecurity, mass unemployment, poor
funding of Nigerian universities, and cultural influences. Addressing these
underlying causes is crucial for Nigerian universities to retain their top talent and
improve their standing in the global academic community. By understanding the
complexities of brain drain, stakeholders can implement targeted strategies to create
a more conducive environment for academic professionals.

The Impact of Brain Drain on Nigerian Universities

Brain drain, the phenomenon of skilled professionals leaving their home
country for better opportunities abroad, has profound and far-reaching effects on
Nigerian universities. The consequences of this trend are not only felt within
individual institutions but also reverberate throughout the national education system
and the broader socio-economic landscape.

Decline in Academic Quality: One of the most immediate impacts of brain drain
on Nigerian universities is the noticeable decline in academic quality. As
experienced faculty members and researchers migrate to foreign institutions,
Nigerian universities are left with a shortage of qualified personnel capable of
delivering high-quality education. This depletion of academic talent directly affects
the student experience, resulting in larger class sizes, reduced student-faculty
interaction, and diminished academic support (Oyewole, 2019). Research by Salami
and Obafemi (2021) indicates that the exodus of skilled academics has contributed

to a decline in the quality of curricula and instructional methods, as fewer
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experienced educators remain to guide curricular development. Moreover, the loss
of knowledgeable faculty who can engage in scholarly research further stifles the
intellectual growth of both students and the institution itself. Consequently,
graduates from Nigerian universities often find themselves inadequately prepared
for the workforce, which can hinder their employability and career prospects.
Limited Access to Expertise and Innovation: The emigration of top-tier academics
not only results in a shortage of educators but also leads to reduced access to
expertise and innovation in Nigerian universities. With fewer experienced
researchers and scholars, there is a significant decrease in the ability to conduct
advanced research, publish scholarly articles, and engage in international
collaborations (Ezeh & Ojo, 2021). This limits the potential for academic institutions
to contribute meaningfully to global knowledge production and innovation. As noted
by Omobowale and Adebayo (2020), the decline in research output is particularly
concerning in critical areas such as science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics (STEM), where advancements are vital for national development. The
lack of innovation restricts the capacity of Nigerian universities to address local
challenges, such as public health issues and technological development. This creates
a cycle of underdevelopment, as universities become less relevant in solving
pressing societal problems and contribute less to the nation’s economic growth.
Increased Dependence on Foreign Institutions: Another significant consequence
of brain drain is the increased dependence of Nigerian universities on foreign
institutions for knowledge transfer, collaboration, and capacity building. As the local
academic workforce diminishes, universities increasingly rely on foreign experts to
fill gaps in knowledge and teaching (Akindele, 2021). This dependence can lead to
a one-sided flow of information and expertise, with Nigerian institutions often

adopting foreign practices that may not align with local needs and contexts.
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Moreover, the reliance on foreign institutions for research collaboration and faculty
exchange programs can divert attention from developing local capabilities. Ayo and
Ajayi (2022) argue that this over-reliance can undermine efforts to build robust
academic systems within Nigeria, as universities may prioritize foreign partnerships
at the expense of nurturing local talent and fostering domestic research initiatives.
Socio-Economic Consequences: The implications of brain drain extend beyond the
confines of academic institutions and into the broader socio-economic landscape of
Nigeria. As skilled professionals leave, the country experiences a significant loss of
human capital, which can negatively affect various sectors, including healthcare,
technology, and education (Nwagwu, 2020). This exodus can hinder economic
growth and development, as a diminished workforce lacks the necessary skills to
drive innovation and productivity. Furthermore, the loss of potential leaders and
innovators can stifle the progress of key industries and lead to a cycle of
underdevelopment. The negative impact on education quality and research
capabilities can deter foreign investment, as potential investors may view the
educational landscape as inadequate for developing a skilled workforce.
Consequently, the effects of brain drain become a systemic issue that hampers
Nigeria's ability to compete in the global economy.
Strategies for Retaining Talent in Nigerian Universities

To counter the effects of brain, drain and retain top talents, Nigerian
universities must take proactive steps that address both the immediate and long-term
concerns of their academic staff.
Improving Working Conditions and Compensation: A key strategy for retaining
top talent is improving the working conditions within Nigerian universities. This can
include infrastructural development, such as upgrading facilities, ensuring access to

the internet, providing modern laboratories, and improving classrooms. Moreover,
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competitive salaries and timely payment of wages are essential in ensuring that
academic staff feel valued. The implementation of competitive salary structures can
help Nigerian universities compete with international offers (Ayo & Ajayi, 2022).
Enhancing Research Opportunities: To encourage academic staff to remain within
the country, Nigerian universities must prioritize research funding and resources.
Establishing more local research grants, collaborations with industries, and
government-sponsored research programs can stimulate academic output.
Institutions can also foster international collaborations without necessitating the
emigration of scholars. By developing robust research centers and access to
international journals, universities can support academics in producing high-quality
work that gains global recognition (Ezeh & Ojo, 2021).

Creating a Stable and Secure Academic Environment: The unpredictability of
Nigeria’s academic calendar, often caused by strikes and industrial actions, can be
mitigated by improved dialogue between the government, universities, and labor
unions. Ensuring stability in the education sector will reduce disruptions and make
universities more appealing workplaces. Additionally, addressing the broader
security issues affecting the country, especially in the North, will help create a safe
environment conducive to long-term academic pursuits (Nwagwu, 2020).
Providing Opportunities for Career Advancement: Offering clear career
progression paths is crucial for retaining academics. Nigerian universities can
develop a system that allows for rapid promotions based on merit and academic
achievements. This would involve offering postdoctoral fellowships, sabbaticals,
and opportunities for further training, both within Nigeria and through international
exchanges (Obasi & Olayinka, 2021). Recognizing and rewarding academic

excellence is vital in fostering loyalty and commitment to Nigerian institutions.
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Leveraging Alumni Networks: A significant portion of the Nigerian academic
diaspora is willing to contribute to the development of their home institutions if
given the opportunity. Universities should establish and strengthen alumni networks
to engage these professionals, either through mentorship programs, visiting
professorships, or collaborative research. As suggested by Ibidapo-Obe (2022), these
efforts can bridge the gap between local academic staff and the expertise available

abroad, without necessitating full-time relocation.

Conclusion

Addressing the brain drain in Nigerian universities requires a multifaceted
approach that tackles the underlying causes driving academic professionals abroad.
By improving working conditions, enhancing research and professional
development opportunities, and providing a secure and stable academic
environment, Nigerian universities can begin to reverse the tide of brain drain.
Furthermore, leveraging international collaborations and engaging with the
academic diaspora can offer Nigerian institutions the support they need to compete
globally and retain top talent. With concerted efforts from university administrators,
the government, and other stakeholders, Nigeria can create an academic ecosystem
that not only retains its best minds but also attracts international scholars to
contribute to its educational development.
Suggestions

To address the brain, drain challenge in Nigerian universities and foster a
sustainable academic environment, the following suggestions are recommended:
1. Improvement of Working Conditions: Nigerian universities should prioritize
upgrading infrastructure, such as research labs, libraries, and teaching facilities, to
create conducive environments for academic work. Improving the physical working
conditions will help retain faculty members and increase job satisfaction.
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2. Enhanced Research Funding: Universities and the government should allocate
more funds for research and innovation. Establishing a transparent and competitive
grant system will encourage academics to pursue their research goals domestically,
reducing the need to seek opportunities abroad.

3. Competitive Compensation Packages: The introduction of competitive
remuneration and benefits packages, including performance-based incentives and
career progression opportunities, will make Nigerian universities more attractive to
local and international talent. Addressing salary delays and disparities between local
and foreign institutions is crucial to reducing financial migration motivations.

4. Strengthening University Autonomy: Granting greater autonomy to universities
in the management of funds, research collaborations, and faculty recruitment can
reduce bureaucratic inefficiencies and improve responsiveness to the needs of
academics. This would enhance university leadership’s ability to create a supportive
academic environment.

5. International Collaborations and Partnerships: Nigerian universities should
proactively engage in international partnerships that promote faculty exchanges,
joint research programs, and global academic networks. These collaborations will
not only enhance research output but also provide local academics with the
opportunity to work on global projects while remaining in Nigeria.

6. Utilizing Alumni Networks and Diaspora Engagement: Nigerian universities
can tap into their alumni and diaspora networks to engage skilled professionals
abroad. Virtual teaching programs, research mentorship, and knowledge transfer
initiatives led by diaspora academics can help fill gaps in expertise and reduce
reliance on foreign institutions for academic growth.

7. Creating Career Advancement Opportunities: Universities should develop

clear career paths for academics, offering consistent opportunities for professional
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development, promotion, and leadership roles. This will incentivize academics to
remain in Nigeria, knowing their efforts will lead to tangible growth within their
institutions.

8. Addressing Political Instability and Insecurity: The government must take
decisive action to address the political instability and security challenges that
contribute to brain drain. By creating a stable, safe environment for academics, the
country can alleviate concerns about personal safety and job security, making it
easier for professionals to commit to their institutions.

9. Adopting Flexible Work Models: Introducing flexible work models, such as
sabbatical leaves, part-time professorships, or joint appointments with foreign
universities, can offer academics the best of both worlds. These arrangements would
allow Nigerian scholars to collaborate internationally without permanently leaving
their home institutions.

10. Strengthening Mentorship and Leadership Development: Nigerian
universities should invest in leadership and mentorship programs to groom younger
academics and create a sense of belonging and responsibility. Strong mentorship
structures will help cultivate the next generation of academic leaders and prevent
early-career professionals from seeking opportunities abroad.

By implementing these suggestions, Nigerian universities can create an
environment that supports the retention of top talent, enhances academic excellence,
and fosters sustainable growth in research and education. These measures would also
reduce reliance on foreign institutions, promote local innovation, and build a more

competitive higher education system.
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