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Abstract 

This study explores the role of the church as a catalyst for grassroots poverty alleviation 

in Nigeria, focusing on how faith-based institutions contribute to socio-economic 

transformation at the community level. The research investigates the strategies 

employed by churches—including social services, education, health care, microfinance, 

and vocational training—to address poverty among marginalized populations. Using 

a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative interviews with church leaders and 

beneficiaries, alongside quantitative analysis of church-led development programs 

across selected Nigerian communities, the study assesses both the effectiveness and 

sustainability of these interventions. The findings reveal that churches, motivated by 

theological imperatives and social responsibility, have become influential agents in 

empowering the poor, enhancing social capital, and complementing governmental 

efforts. However, limitations such as inadequate funding, lack of professional capacity, 

and denominational fragmentation hinder optimal impact. The paper concludes that 

strengthening church-state partnerships and fostering interdenominational 

collaboration could enhance the church’s role in sustainable poverty alleviation. This 

research contributes to broader discussions on religion and development, and 

highlights the church's potential as a grassroots development actor in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. 
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Introduction  

Poverty remains one of the most pressing social challenges in Nigeria, affecting over 40% of 

the population and threatening national development, stability, and social cohesion. Its 

widespread cuts across rural and urban areas. To address this menace of poverty, Nigerian 

government has introduced various poverty alleviation programmes. These programmes 

include: Operation Feed the Nation of 1976, The Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) of 1986 

and the recent Conditional Cash Transfer (CCT) of 2023, among others. Despite the prospects 

of these programmes, poverty still persists, especially at the grassroots level where access to 

resources, education, and employment opportunities is limited. The failure of these 

government programmes in achieving significant success has been attributed among others, 

to corruption, mismanagement, and weak institutional structures. Hence, non-state actors, 

particularly religious institutions, have increasingly stepped into the vacuum left by these 

ineffective and under-resourced government interventions. Among these non-state actors, the 

Christian church stands out as a prominent and influential institution.  With deep roots in 

Nigerian communities, strong moral authority, extensive social networks. and other factors 

which give the Church comparative advantage over other institutions in society, the church 

has the potential to play a transformative role in addressing societal issues including poverty 

(Olusakin, 2019:75). 

 

The church in Nigeria has historically played a vital role in community development through 

the establishment of mission primary/post-primary schools and hospitals aimed at alleviating 

poverty. This means that the Church was interested in the spiritual needs of the people as it 

was in their educational, health, and economic needs, thereby, giving holistic attention to the 

needs of the community (Essien & Edem, 2024a:204). Through this medium the Christian 

Association of Nigeria (CAN) through church agencies create jobs for many jobless people 

thereby reducing the tension and crisis of unemployment would create for the society (Oko, 

2015:297). In recent decades, many churches have expanded their mission to include socio-

economic empowerment, aligning spiritual teachings with practical outreach. With an 

emphasis on holistic ministry, addressing both spiritual and material needs—churches have 

become key agents in poverty alleviation efforts, particularly in rural and underserved areas. 

From operating food banks and orphanages to initiating vocational training and microcredit 

schemes, churches contribute significantly to poverty reduction through faith-based social 

action. The significance of this study lies in its contribution to the growing field of religion 

and development. By highlighting the role of the church as both a spiritual and socio-

economic actor, this paper offers insights into how religious institutions can be mobilized for 

sustainable development. It also provides practical recommendations for policymakers, 

church leaders, and development practitioners seeking to strengthen community-based 

poverty alleviation frameworks in Nigeria and beyond. Existing literature acknowledges the 

pivotal role of faith-based organizations in tackling global issues, societal problems and 

ensuring community development, especially in regions where government presence is weak 

(Clarke & Jennings, 2008; Ter Haar & Ellis, 2006, Olusakin, 2020a, Olusakin 2020b). In Nigeria, 

churches are increasingly engaged in poverty-focused initiatives that reflect Christian values 

of compassion, justice, and stewardship (Ojo, 2005). Scholars such as Sen (1999) emphasize 

that poverty is multidimensional, encompassing economic deprivation, social exclusion, and 

lack of access to education and healthcare. Churches, through holistic ministry, address many 
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of these aspects simultaneously. However, challenges such as lack of professional training, 

inconsistent funding, and sectarian divisions often limit their effectiveness (Tomalin, 2012; 

Adeboye, 2007). 

 

This paper aims at examining how churches in Nigeria function as catalysts for grassroots 

poverty alleviation. It explores the specific models, strategies, and interventions employed by 

various denominations and evaluates their effectiveness in improving the living standards of 

the poor. The research further analyzes the challenges that churches face in implementing 

development programs and assesses the potential for scaling up church-led initiatives 

through partnerships with government and civil society. 

 

Liberation Theology and its Relevance to Poverty Alleviation in Nigeria 

Liberation Theology originated in Latin America in the 1960s and 70s as a response to systemic 

injustice, inequality, and the marginalization of the poor. Its foundational text, A Theology of 

Liberation by Gustavo Gutiérrez (1973), articulates a theological vision in which Christian faith 

demands direct engagement with the plight of the oppressed. Gutiérrez argues that salvation 

is not merely a spiritual affair but must involve political and economic liberation from 

structures of injustice. At its core, Liberation Theology emphasizes a preferential option for 

the poor—a concept that aligns the church with the marginalized, not only in spiritual 

solidarity but in practical, transformative action. It critiques both social systems that 

perpetuate inequality and ecclesial institutions that remain passive or complicit in such 

injustices. This is because gender inequality is a crucial challenge to social justice and human 

development (Essien, 2020a). Liberation Theology departs from traditional theological 

approaches by placing the lived experiences of the poor at the center of theological reflection. 

It insists that theology must not only interpret the world but also contribute to its 

transformation through praxis—reflective, faith-based action aimed at changing oppressive 

realities (Boff & Boff, 1987).  

 

However, applying Liberation Theology in Nigeria (in addressing) poverty also presents 

challenges. The prosperity gospel prevalent in some Pentecostal movements can sometimes 

conflict with the call to stand in solidarity with the poor. Additionally, the lack of theological 

training among some church leaders may result in superficial or misapplied understandings 

of liberationist principles (Ojo, 2005). Liberation Theology offers a compelling framework for 

understanding and enhancing the church's role in poverty alleviation in Nigeria. By 

grounding development efforts in a biblical and theological mandate for justice, churches are 

equipped to become more than aid providers—they become transformative agents in society. 

This theological foundation helps shift the focus from temporary relief to long-term structural 

change rooted in faith-driven praxis. Liberation Theology emphasizes the Christian duty to 

support the poor and oppressed through active participation in social justice (Gutiérrez, 1973). 

In the Nigerian context, this theology underpins the church's moral and spiritual mandate to 

intervene in socio-economic challenges. It provides the ideological and theological foundation 

for churches to engage in poverty alleviation, seeing such work as part of their religious 

mission, not merely charitable work. 
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In the Nigerian context, where poverty remains widespread and often exacerbated by 

corruption, poor governance, and social inequality, Liberation Theology offers a potent 

theological justification for the church's involvement in grassroots development. The theology 

resonates deeply with the African socio-political landscape, where the church is often one of 

the few trusted institutions with access to vulnerable populations. The relevance of Liberation 

Theology to poverty alleviation in Nigeria can be appreciated through the following points: 

 

1. Theological Motivation for Social Engagement: Liberation Theology reframes poverty 

alleviation as a gospel imperative, not just an act of charity. Nigerian churches, inspired by 

this theology, often see their engagement in community development, education, healthcare, 

and empowerment programs as fulfilling their Christian mission (Onah, 2016). It challenges 

churches to move beyond sermonizing to structural interventions that address root causes of 

poverty. 

 

2. Empowerment over Dependency: Rather than simply dispensing aid, churches influenced 

by Liberation Theology aim to empower communities. Programs such as vocational training, 

microcredit schemes, and grassroots organizing embody the theology’s emphasis on enabling 

the poor to become agents of their own liberation (Adeboye, 2007). 

 

3. Prophetic Witness against Injustice: Liberation Theology also calls the church to act as a 

prophetic voice in society challenging unjust systems and policies that entrench poverty. This 

is analogous to the Old Testament prophets who challenged the unjust structures and 

injustices in their time (Nyoyoko & Essien, 2022). In Nigeria, this means speaking out against 

corrupt practices, advocating for equitable resource distribution, and promoting justice-

oriented governance (Gaiya, 2002) 

 

4. Holistic Development Approach: The church’s adoption of a holistic ministry model—

addressing spiritual, physical, emotional, and social needs, echoes the Liberationist view that 

salvation encompasses the total well-being of individuals and communities (Myers, 2011). 

Churches providing integrated services (e.g., combining spiritual care with skills acquisition 

and food programs) operationalize this theological stane 

 

Poverty Alleviation in Nigeria 

Poverty remains a critical developmental challenge in Nigeria, despite its abundant human 

and natural resources. It is defined as the inability to meet basic needs such as food, shelter, 

education, and healthcare, poverty in Nigeria is both widespread and multidimensional 

(World Bank, 2020). Over the years, various governments have implemented several poverty 

alleviation programmes, yet the success rate has been limited due to several structural and 

systemic issues. According to the National Bureau of Statistics (2020), over 40% of Nigeria’s 

population—about 82.9 million people—live below the poverty line. The root causes include 

unemployment, poor access to education and healthcare, insecurity, gender inequality, and 

regional disparities. Poverty is especially acute in rural areas and northern Nigeria, where 

socio-economic infrastructure is underdeveloped (Okonjo-Iweala, 2014). Poverty alleviation 

refers to strategies, programmes, and policies aimed at reducing the level of poverty and 

improving the living conditions of the poor. In Nigeria, poverty is a persistent issue, driven 
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by factors such as unemployment, poor education, corruption, inadequate infrastructure, and 

insecurity. The goal of poverty alleviation in Nigeria is to provide opportunities for economic 

empowerment, improve access to basic services, and ensure inclusive growth. 

 

Government Poverty Alleviation Programmes 

a. National Directorate of Employment (NDE) – 1986 

This programme was established to tackle unemployment by equipping youths with 

vocational skills. The programme had modest success but was hampered by insufficient 

funding and poor coordination (Ajakaiye & Adeyeye, 2002). 

 

b. National Poverty Eradication Programme (NAPEP) – 2001 

This initiative aimed to integrate existing poverty reduction schemes into a single framework. 

It included youth training, micro-credit, and social welfare services. However, NAPEP 

suffered from political interference and lack of effective monitoring (Ogwumike, 2001). 

 

c. National Social Investment Programmes (NSIP) – 2016 

Introduced under the Buhari administration, NSIP included schemes like: 

 N-Power: Youth employment and skills acquisition 

 Conditional Cash Transfers (CCT): Financial support for poor households 

 Trader Moni/Market Moni: Microcredit for small traders 

 

These programmes showed some promise. For example, World Bank (2020) reported improved 

school enrolment and household consumption through CCT. However, Ogunyemi (2019) 

noted that N-Power failed to transition beneficiaries to permanent jobs. 

 

d. YouWiN! (Youth Enterprise with Innovation in Nigeria) – 2011 

This programme aimed at promoting entrepreneurship among Nigerian youth, its provided 

funding and mentorship for startups. While initially successful, it was discontinued due to 

sustainability issues (Obadan, 2013). 

 

Church-Led Poverty Alleviation in Nigeria 

Religious bodies play a major role in poverty relief in Nigeria, often filling gaps left by 

government programs. As Essien (2020a) affirms, the early missionary enterprises 

significantly contributed to the development of Africa in general and Nigeria in particular, 

through the provision of education, healthcare, and various forms of social infrastructure. 

These efforts laid the groundwork for broader societal advancement and human 

development. Since the return to democracy in 1999, both the Roman Catholic Church and the 

Methodist Church Nigeria have spearheaded grassroots development work. Through 

diocesan agencies, social commissions and church-run NGOs, these denominations provide 

direct economic assistance (microfinance, skills training, agriculture inputs, etc.) as well as 

indirect support (education, healthcare, orphan care, etc.) to millions of poor Nigerians. 

According to Rev. Fr. Etukudoh (Personal communication on 8th April, 2025), Caritas Nigeria 

– the Catholic Bishops’ development arm – reports that it “focuses its efforts on six main areas: 

health, education, livelihoods, water and sanitation, emergency response, and advocacy,” 

implementing projects such as vocational training, school building, and microcredit to lift 
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families out of poverty. Similarly, the Methodist Church Nigeria (MCN) has long invested in 

social services – from leprosy and mental-health centres to schools and hospitals – as part of 

its mission to aid the need (Very Rev. Kenneth Nwobani Personal communication on 4th 

March, 2025). 

 

Roman Catholic Church – Direct and Indirect Initiatives 

The Catholic Church in Nigeria operates a vast network of aid agencies and programs. At the 

national level, Caritas Nigeria (established 2010) and diocesan Justice, Development and 

Peace Commissions (JDPC) coordinate poverty projects. Direct empowerment programs 

include vocational and agricultural training, microfinance, and small-business support. 

 

Economic Empowerment and Microfinance: The Church’s agencies provide training in 

trades (tailoring, carpentry, IT) and access to credit. According to Fr. Gabriel Adeleke 

(personal communication on 5th January, 2025) notes the Ave Maria Microfinance Bank will 

offer “useful and affordable financial products” (savings, credit, insurance) to poor villagers 

excluded from banks. This kind of program is now spreading in other dioceses. 

 

Agriculture and livelihoods: Christianity encourages people, especially its members to 

embark on farming by providing fertilizer and soft loan for them (Atanang,Ekanem and Oko, 

2022:207). Many dioceses run farmer-training and seed-input projects. Caritas and Catholic 

Relief Services (CRS) implement agricultural and income-generation projects, especially in 

conflict areas. In the northeast, CRS works “closely with the Catholic Diocese of Sokoto” 

through nutrition and food-security programs. In refugee camps and host communities (e.g. 

Cross River), Caritas negotiated land access and provided seeds so dozens of displaced 

families could cultivate crops. 

 

Immediate Relief: Catholic agencies often distribute food, clothing and cash stipends. For Mr. 

Akpan Udoh (personal communication on 24th February 2025), as part of CARITAS/UNHCR 

projects, families received emergency food aid in returnee settlements. The Church also 

operates food banks and meal programs; in many parishes the local JDPC maintains a 

“storehouse” of grain to feed the poorest during lean seasons. These efforts echo the early 

mission-era soup kitchens but now reach thousands each year. In addition to these direct 

efforts, the Catholic Church’s indirect contributions are extensive. 

 

Education: Catholic missions run thousands of schools and vocational institutes nationwide. 

Caritas Nigeria reports building schools and awarding scholarships to underprivileged 

children as key projects. Catholic schools (often the only viable option in rural areas) provide 

basic education and technical training, improving literacy and job skills for the poor. 

 

Healthcare: The Church operates hundreds of clinics and hospitals. Many Catholic hospitals 

serve rural and semi-urban areas (often in partnership with government health ministries). 

Caritas also trains health workers and supplies medicines: According to Rev Fr. Ntebono 

(personal communication on 6th April, 2025), its health program “strives to improve access to 

quality healthcare services,” tackling HIV/AIDS, malaria, maternal/child mortality and more. 
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Catholic hospitals famously charge subsidized fees or operate charity wings for indigent 

patients. 

 

Social Services: Church-run orphanages, old-age homes and rehabilitation centres care for 

societies most vulnerable. Catholic dioceses founded an HIV/AIDS orphanage, leprosy 

dispensary and mental-health homes to reintegrate outcasts. Soup kitchens, widow/single-

parent support groups and seminars on financial literacy are also organized at parish level 

(Rev.Fr.Ntebono, personal communication on 22nd April, 2025). 

 

Impacts and testimonials: These initiatives yield measurable gains. In Caritas projects, 

participants report higher incomes and food security. For example, after a Caritas training in 

Adamawa, a farmer named Alhaji Hamisu Yawale demonstrated his thriving maize field, 

telling visitors he expects “not less than 20 bags” of maize from seeds he got. In Cross River 

State, thirty refugee families “who almost died…because we could not find anywhere to plant food” 

were given farmland through a Caritas-led negotiation with local chiefs, enabling them to 

grow vegetables and cassava and avoid hunger. Such stories illustrate how Catholic programs 

translate into tangible benefits for the poorest.  

 

Methodist Church Nigeria – Direct and Indirect Efforts 

The Methodist Church Nigeria (MCN) likewise has a strong development mandate. MCN has 

been at the forefront of…social-economic welfare of the people, establishing hospitals, homes 

and schools to serve the needy. Key areas include: 

 

Education: Methodist missions emphasize schooling. MCN runs numerous primary and 

secondary schools across the country, plus teacher-training colleges and theological colleges. 

In 2014, the church announced plans to found Wesley University of Science and Technology 

in Ondo (with campuses in all six geopolitical zones). These institutions provide affordable 

education to children who might otherwise drop out. Scholarships and free tuition programs 

at Methodist schools help many from poor backgrounds. According Mr. Edem Udoh, 

(Personal communication on 18th January 2025), this scholarship were given to indigent 

students who are brilliants and cannot afford to pay their fees from each of the archdiocese in 

the conference area throughout their year.  

 

Healthcare: The Methodist Church operates a network of hospitals and clinics. Its flagship is 

Wesley Guild Hospital (Ilesa, Osun State), plus several general hospitals in Akwa Ibom, 

Lagos, Taraba and elsewhere. In 2022 the Methodist Church in Nigeria expanded Jalingo 

Methodist Hospital by adding a modern accident & emergency ward. Taraba’s health ministry 

publicly praised the Methodist role in the state’s healthcare, noting that the church is 

“partnering with the government in dispensing health care services” and “alleviating the 

masses’ suffering in terms of health needs”. Such collaboration shows that Methodist hospitals 

serve a public function, especially for low-income patients. Church groups have built health 

care centers, and maternity homes (Oko, 2018:36).   

 

Social Welfare: MCN long maintained special care homes: leprosy treatment centres, mental-

health refuges and orphanages for children orphaned by HIV/AIDS. These facilities reach 
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marginalized people forgotten by society. In addition, Methodist Church Nigeria Diocese of 

Uyo often run skills acquisition programs and small-business grants for unemployed youths, 

following the church’s teaching that economic empowerment is part of the Gospel. At the 

national level, Methodist leaders have pressed for youth entrepreneurship: at a 2024 council 

of bishops meeting, MCN leadership called on government and philanthropy to “encourage 

more youths in entrepreneurship,” saying skills training and business mentorship are vital to 

combat unemployment and poverty (Bishop Inyang Effiong, personal communication on 4th 

September, 2024). 

 

Direct relief projects: The Methodist Church has also engaged in ad hoc relief. Notably, in 

2019 according to Bro. Ephraim Udoh (Personal communication on 8th December, 2024) 

Methodist Church Nigeria Episcopal Area organized aid for thousands of Boko Haram and 

communal-violence victims. In Taraba State’s IDP camps, the Church distributed food, 

clothing and hygiene kits to roughly 7,000 displaced people (mostly women and children). 

The beneficiaries and their pastor reported that this aid – and the Church’s ongoing pastoral 

support – brought “comfort” and hope to families who had fled violence. In sum, Methodist 

clergy and volunteers mobilize resources at the circuit level whenever communities face 

crises, from flood victims to refugee camps.  

 

Methodist Church structure: MCN’s outreach is built on its episcopal organization. These 

regions coordinate development activities through various boards (e.g. a Health and 

Education Board). The church “invest(s) in medical-health services and social-economic 

welfare,” leveraging its nationwide conference structure for program delivery (Oko, 2015). 

This institutional strength allows the church to partner with state governments and NGOs on 

large projects.  

 

Partnerships, Regional Reach, and Impact 

Both churches amplify their impact through partnerships. The Catholic Church’s projects 

often involve cooperation with governments and international agencies. For instance, Caritas 

and diocesan JDPCs work hand-in-hand with agencies like UNHCR, USAID and CRS. In the 

northeast, Catholic Relief Services’ THRIVE and STaR programs are implemented through 

Catholic dioceses (Ikot Ekpene, Uyo, Sokoto, Yola, etc.), using church networks to distribute 

food, seeds and cash to tens of thousands of vulnerable people. At the same time, Catholic 

agencies advocate to policymakers on poverty issues. The Church’s structures – 59 dioceses 

and over 4,000 parishes in Nigeria – give it a vast grassroots footprint. Local clergy, for 

example, negotiate directly with village chiefs: in Cross River, Catholic staff persuaded chiefs 

to lend farmland to refugees, a solution that combined community goodwill with church 

humanitarian expertise (Mr. Ebong Udoyo, personal communication on 16th November, 2024) 

 

Regional differences: The Catholic Church’s main strength is in the South and Middle Belt 

(the Igbo and Edo-speaking regions account for 70% of Nigeria’s Catholics), but its outreach 

spans all zones. Mission dioceses in the North (e.g. Sokoto, Makurdi, Jalingo) run clinics and 

schools for Catholic minorities, often serving wider communities regardless of faith. Indeed, 

Catholic humanitarian projects explicitly target conflict-hit North: Caritas and CRS programs 

in Borno, Adamawa and Sokoto reach mostly non-Christian beneficiaries as well. By contrast, 



Sapientia Global Journal of Arts, Humanities and Development Studies (SGOJAHDS), Vol.8 No.1 March, 2025; p.g. 379 – 393; ISSN: 2695-
2319 (Print); ISSN: 2695-2327 (Online) 
 

THE CHURCH AS A CATALYST FOR GRASSROOTS POVERTY ALLEVIATION IN NIGERIA    387 

 

the Methodist Church’s historic base is in the Yoruba-speaking southwest, but it too is national 

in scope. Today MCN has schools and congregations in the north and south; its health boards 

operate facilities in Akwa Ibom, Taraba, Lagos and beyond. Plans like the multi-zonal Wesley 

University reflect an intent to serve all regions (Dame Abigail Etukudoh, personal 

communication on 4th March, 2025). 

 

In summary, both churches leverage their institutions to alleviate poverty. By combining 

spiritual ministry with practical aid, they reach grassroots communities on multiple fronts. 

Catholic programs (through Caritas/dioceses) have empowered thousands with loans and 

skills, while Methodist initiatives have provided education, healthcare and relief that 

otherwise the poor would not receive. These complementary efforts – schooling the 

underserved, healing the sick, training the jobless and feeding the hungry – demonstrate the 

churches’ catalytic role in Nigeria’s development. As one Catholic board member noted, the 

Church “helps break the cycle of poverty” through integrated services; likewise, Methodist 

leaders preach that “holistic…economic well-being” is part of Christian mission. In practice, 

their programs and partnerships show a sustained commitment to lifting Nigeria’s poorest 

citizens from destitution to dignity (Sir Etim Udofia, Personal Communication on 7th May, 

2025). 

 

Factors Mitigating Against Poverty Alleviation in Nigeria 

Despite numerous interventions by governments, NGOs, and faith-based organizations, 

poverty remains a persistent challenge in Nigeria. Several structural, institutional, and socio-

cultural factors continue to undermine poverty alleviation efforts. Below are the most 

significant mitigating factors against poverty in Nigeria. 

 

1. Corruption and Mismanagement 

One of the most cited obstacles to poverty reduction in Nigeria is endemic corruption.  

Corruption is another stumbling block for peace in Nigeria (Oko, 2018: 34). Government-led 

poverty alleviation programs are often hijacked by political elites, resulting in funds being 

diverted away from intended beneficiaries (Transparency International, 2022). Okonjo-Iweala 

(2012) observed that program inefficiencies and lack of accountability mechanisms have 

rendered many anti-poverty schemes ineffective. Due to the above fact, the oppression has 

the food of the populace as the poor suffer in the hand of the rich (Oko, 2020:187).  Corruption 

has historically weakened the impact of poverty alleviation programs in Nigeria (Okonjo-

Iweala, 2012; Transparency International, 2022). 

 

2. Poor Governance and Weak Institutions 

Weak institutions and lack of political will have made policy implementation slow and 

ineffective (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). Institutional fragility means that development 

initiatives are not sustained, and grassroots structures are often overlooked. Poor governance 

structures make it difficult to institutionalize successful poverty alleviation models 

(Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012). 
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3. Inequality and Social Exclusion 

Inequitable resource distribution and regional disparities particularly affect rural areas and 

marginalized ethnic groups (World Bank, 2020). Gender disparities also exacerbate poverty, 

with women facing reduced access to land, education, and financial resources (UNDP, 2021). 

Structural inequalities, especially gender-based, reinforce cycles of poverty in many 

communities (World Bank, 2020; UNDP, 2021). A situation where the dominant classes do less 

work but appropriate most of the rewards to the detriment of the underprivileged, the result 

is violence in form of poverty, inequality, oppression, psychological violence and social 

inclusion (Oko and Ndubuwa,2022:56). Addressing poverty and promoting inclusive 

development thus necessitate the dismantling of gender barriers, particularly in leadership 

and decision-making processes. As Essien and Edem (2024b) argue, gender inclusivity is 

essential for sustainable development, as both men and women contribute unique 

perspectives, experiences, and insights that enhance the quality of decisions and promote 

balanced governance. Consequently, persistent gender inequality and social exclusion act as 

significant obstacles to national development, undermining efforts to reduce poverty and 

achieve long-term socio-economic transformation. 

 

4. Lack of Job Opportunities and Economic Diversification 

Nigeria's over-reliance on oil has resulted in a lack of diversification in its economy, leaving 

millions unemployed or underemployed (Aigbokhan, 2008). This has created a high level of 

poverty in the country, at Federal, State and local levels because the people are without a mean 

of livelihood, they turn to find any means to survive (Oko, 2020:194).Youth unemployment 

remains critically high, fueling poverty and social unrest. Limited economic diversification 

has failed to generate sustainable employment (Aigbokhan, 2008). 

 

5. Inadequate Education and Skills Training 

Poor education quality and lack of vocational training limit people's capacity to secure 

productive employment. Many poverty alleviation schemes do not include skill acquisition 

components, reducing their long-term effectiveness (Obadan, 2001). A mismatch between 

education and market-relevant skills continues to hinder progress (Obadan, 2001). 

 

6. Insecurity and Conflict 

Armed conflicts in the North-East, farmer-herder crises in the Middle Belt, and banditry in 

the North-West have displaced millions, destroyed livelihoods, and undermined 

development infrastructure (International Crisis Group, 2021). These conflicts disrupt both 

short-term relief and long-term development projects. Insecurity has made consistent 

intervention in vulnerable areas almost impossible (International Crisis Group, 2021, c.f. 

Olusakin & Sibani 2023:65-66). 

 

7. Population Growth and Urbanization 

Rapid population growth and unplanned urbanization exert pressure on infrastructure, social 

services, and job markets (National Population Commission, 2020). Without adequate 

planning, poverty spreads in both rural and urban areas. High population growth outpaces 

the capacity of poverty alleviation programs (National Population Commission, 2020). The 

desire to escape from harsh realities of persistence poverty in rural areas and to enjoy the more 
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comfortable life in the urban cities accelerated this phenomenon of urban shift (Oko and 

Ndubuwa, 2000:184). 

 

8. Inadequate Funding 

Ajakaiye and Adeyeye (2002) emphasized that underfunding weakens implementation and 

contributes to the failure of otherwise well-conceived policies. Many poverty alleviation 

programmes in Nigeria suffer from underfunding, making them unable to reach the intended 

beneficiaries or sustain operations over time. This results in short-term relief rather than long-

lasting change. With insufficient funds, projects often lack proper infrastructure, training 

materials, and logistics, reducing their effectiveness. 

 

9. Lack of Professional Capacity  

Ogunyemi (2019) noted that several youth empowerment schemes failed to translate into 

long-term success due to the absence of technical know-how and institutional capacity. Many 

initiatives are handled by personnel without adequate training in development planning, 

community engagement, or project management, leading to poor execution. The programme 

witness Weak Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E). A shortage of professionals skilled in data 

collection, analysis, and feedback limits the ability to assess and adjust programmes for better 

outcomes. 

 

10. Denominational Fragmentation  

Adogame (2013) observed that denominationalism within Nigerian Christianity often limits 

the collective social capital of churches to effectively tackle poverty. There was duplication of 

efforts as Churches and faith-based organizations often work in silos, leading to multiple 

overlapping programmes without synergy or coordination. Inefficient use of resources as a 

result of Fragmentation which leads to competition rather than cooperation, wasting 

resources that could have greater impact if pooled. It also reduced public trust and 

participation; Conflicting doctrines and priorities among denominations can alienate 

beneficiaries or hinder inclusivity in programme delivery. 

 

Strategies Employed by Churches towards Poverty Alleviation in Nigeria 

Churches in Nigeria have adopted a multifaceted approach to grassroots poverty alleviation, 

often integrating spiritual, social, and economic interventions. The most prominent strategies 

include the following: 

 

1. Vocational and Skills Training 

Many churches run training centres that provide instruction in tailoring, carpentry, computer 

literacy, hairdressing, and catering. These initiatives target unemployed youth and women to 

equip them with practical skills for income generation. For example, Methodist church 

Nigeria Redeemed Christian Church of God and Catholic dioceses operate skills acquisition 

centres across various states (Gaiya, 2002). According to Eze (2017), such programs have been 

effective in enhancing economic self-reliance among rural populations. 
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2. Microcredit and Economic Empowerment 

Some churches have created microfinance schemes or revolving loan systems with low or no 

interest, enabling members to start small businesses. This is particularly effective in contexts 

where formal banking services are inaccessible. Clarke and Jennings (2008) emphasize that 

faith-based microfinance initiatives are often more trusted by rural beneficiaries due to the 

moral accountability associated with the church. 

 

3. Education Support 

Churches offer scholarships, school supplies, and sometimes full sponsorships for indigent 

students. By reducing barriers to education, they address long-term poverty through human 

capital development. Ojo (2005) notes that Christian missions have historically been 

instrumental in Nigeria's educational sector, laying a foundation that contemporary churches 

continue to build upon.  

 

Health Outreach and Welfare Services 

Medical missions, health screenings, and subsidized treatments are provided by churches, 

especially in underserved areas. Churches also distribute food, clothing, and essential items 

to widows, orphans, and internally displaced persons (IDPs). Onah (2016) argues that such 

direct interventions fulfill both humanitarian and evangelistic purposes, reinforcing the 

church's dual commitment to body and soul. 

 

5. Advocacy and Social Justice 

Some churches engage in public advocacy on behalf of the poor, challenging unjust structures 

and promoting policies that favour economic inclusion and human dignity. Ter Haar and Ellis 

(2006) assert that churches can act as intermediaries between the grassroots and state 

institutions, amplifying the voice of the marginalized. 

 

6. Counseling and Psychological Support 

Churches also address poverty’s emotional and psychological toll through pastoral 

counseling, support groups, and faith-based motivation. This holistic approach nurtures 

resilience and community solidarity. Tomalin (2012) suggests that such non-material support 

is critical in sustaining beneficiaries’ commitment to long-term transformation. 

 

7. Partnership with NGOs and Government 

Some churches collaborate with secular organizations and development agencies to amplify 

their reach and access additional resources. Marshall (2001) observes that such partnerships 

enhance credibility and scale, though they also introduce challenges related to mission 

alignment and accountability. 

 

Conclusion  

Poverty alleviation in Nigeria requires integrated, transparent, and community-driven 

policies. Sustainable strategies should include agricultural reforms, industrialization, quality 

education, and decentralization of economic opportunities. As Sen (1999) posits in 

"Development as Freedom," real poverty reduction requires enhancing people’s capabilities 

through education, health, and freedom to participate in economic life. The findings align 
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with existing literature on the role of faith-based organizations in development. The church's 

capacity to mobilize communities, provide moral and social capital, and deliver integrated 

services makes it a vital actor in grassroots development (Marshall, 2001). However, for the 

church to achieve broader impact, systemic issues such as professionalization of services, 

inter-church collaboration, and sustainable financing models must be addressed. 

Furthermore, theological motivations—such as the biblical call to serve the poor—drive much 

of the church's engagement, but need to be supplemented with data-driven program planning 

and monitoring. The integration of faith and professional development practice can enhance 

both spiritual and socio-economic outcomes. This paper demonstrates that the church in 

Nigeria is a significant catalyst for grassroots poverty alleviation. Its community presence, 

moral authority, and spiritual mission position it to reach marginalized populations 

effectively. However, maximizing this potential requires addressing institutional and 

strategic weaknesses. Partnerships with government and civil society, increased capacity 

building, and improved coordination can help scale and sustain the impact of church-led 

development. Future research could explore comparative analyses across faiths or evaluate 

long-term outcomes of specific church programs. Poverty alleviation in Nigeria is hindered 

by a complex mix of governance, economic, social, and security challenges. Addressing these 

obstacles requires an integrated, multi-sectoral approach that prioritizes transparency, 

institutional reform, education, job creation, and conflict resolution. The strategies employed 

by churches in Nigeria reflect a holistic theology of development rooted in compassion, 

stewardship, and justice. While effective in many contexts, these initiatives require scaling, 

professionalization, and inter-church collaboration to overcome systemic challenges and 

expand their impact (Adeboye, 2007; Sen, 1999). 
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