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Abstract: Public administration occupies a central position in the pursuit of sustainable
development, serving as the institutional mechanism through which government policies are
designed, implemented, and evaluated. In Nigeria, despite abundant natural and human resources,
sustainable development remains elusive due to persistent governance challenges, weak
institutions, policy inconsistency, corruption, and limited administrative capacity. This study
examines the role of public administration in promoting sustainable development in Nigeria,
focusing on economic, social, and environmental dimensions of development, and anchored on
insights from Elensi et al. and other scholars such as Igbokwe-Ibeto, Okolie and Ikenga,
Adebayo, and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). The study adopts a
qualitative and literature-based approach including secondary sources of information from the
internet, books, journal articles, newspapers, government documents, and other pertinent sources.
These works demonstrate how ineffective public administration undermines development
outcomes, even where sound policies exist. The study argues that sustainable development in
Nigeria is primarily constrained by weak public administration rather than policy absence. It
concludes that strengthening institutional capacity, enhancing accountability, promoting ethical
leadership, and institutionalizing participatory governance are essential for achieving sustainable
development in Nigeria. The study recommended among others that Public Administration
should be strengthened through clear mandates, professional autonomy, and legal frameworks
enhancement to improve policy implementation, and administrative stability.

Keywords: Public administration, Sustainable development, Governance, Institutional capacity,
Policy implementation.

1. Introduction

Nigeria  faces  persistent development  modern states. It is through public

challenges, including poverty, unemployment,
environmental degradation, and infrastructural
deficits. Despite numerous development
policies, outcomes remain largely
unsustainable. Public administration, as the
engine of policy implementation, plays a
decisive role in shaping development
trajectories. Public administration constitutes
the operational backbone of governance in

administration that governments transform
political decisions into concrete actions,

allocate resources, regulate social and
economic activities, and provide public
services.

Public administration is government in action,
it is the executive, the operative, the most
visible of government it is a process by which
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public objectives are identified and analyzed
for legislative policies and implementation to
achieve public welfare. (Woodrow Wilson,
1978). In developing countries such as
Nigeria, public administration is particularly
significant because it determines the
effectiveness of development policies and the
extent to which government interventions
improve citizens’ quality of life.

Nigeria has articulated numerous
development visions and strategies since
independence, including national
development plans, poverty alleviation
programmes, public sector reforms, and
alignment with the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
Despite these efforts, Nigeria continues to
face deep-rooted development challenges

such as  widespread poverty, youth
unemployment, infrastructural decay,
environmental degradation, and social

inequality. These persistent challenges have
led scholars and policy analysts to interrogate
the  capacity of  Nigeria’s  public
administration system to drive sustainable
development.

Sustainable  development is  inherently
multidimensional, encompassing economic
growth, social equity, and environmental
protection. According to Kalu, Peters (2010),
sustainable development aim at accelerating
economic development in order to conserve
and enhance the stock of environmental,
human and physical capacity without making
future generation worse off. Sustainable
development requires coordinated policy
formulation, effective implementation,
accountability, and long-term planning—
functions that fall squarely within the domain
of public administration. However, Nigeria’s

public administration has often been
characterized by inefficiency, corruption,
weak  institutional  coordination, and

leadership deficits empirical studies reinforce
this assessment.

Elensi, Ibok, and Atakpa (2024) demonstrate
that Nigeria’s petroleum local content policy,
though well-designed, has failed to generate

sustainable employment in the Niger Delta
due largely to weak administrative capacity
and poor implementation. Similarly, Elensi,
Atairet, and Ntuen (2024) show that low
motivation and poor performance among
public sector workers undermine service
delivery at the local government level. These
findings highlight the central argument of this
study that sustainable development in Nigeria
is  fundamentally dependent on the
effectiveness of public administration.

2. Statement Of The Problem

Nigeria’s public administration system has
been criticized for inefficiency, corruption,
weak institutional capacity, and policy
inconsistency.  These challenges have
undermined sustainable development efforts,
leading to persistent socio-economic and
environmental problems. There is a need for
systematic  analysis of how  public
administration influences sustainable
development outcomes in Nigeria.

3. Objectives Of The Study
The study seeks to:

Examine the role of public administration in
promoting sustainable development in Nigeria.

Assess the impact of administrative efficiency
and governance on sustainable development
outcomes.

Identify  challenges confronting public
administration in achieving sustainable
development.

Propose strategies for strengthening public
administration to  enhance  sustainable
development.

4. Literature Review
4.1 Concept of Public Administration

Public administration refers to the machinery
and processes through which government
policies and programs are formulated,
implemented, and evaluated for the welfare of
society (Adebayo, 2004). It encompasses
institutions, personnel, rules, and procedures
responsible for delivering public goods and
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services. In Nigeria, public administration
operates across federal, state, and local
government levels, acting as the operational
arm of governance.

Scholars such as  Wilson  (1887)
conceptualized public administration as the
execution of public law, while contemporary
perspectives emphasize efficiency,
accountability, and citizen-centered
governance. In the Nigerian context, public
administration has evolved through colonial,
military, and democratic eras, each shaping its
structure and effectiveness. In their view,
Rosenbloom, et. al ( 2015) asserted that
public Administration includes the structures,
processes, institution, and  personnel
responsible for implementing public policies
and delivering public services. They further
assert that it plays a central role in translating
development goals into actionable programs
that directly affect citizen’s social well-being.

Olaopa (20140  argues that public
administration in developing countries is not
merely administrative but developmental,

with a mandate to promote social
transformation,  equity, and  national
integration.

4.2 Concept of Sustainable Development

Sustainable development gained global
recognition  following the  Brundtland
Commission Report (1987), which defined it
as development that meets present needs
without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet theirs. Sustainable
development rests on three interdependent
pillars: economic growth, social equity, and
environmental protection. According to Kalu
(2008:6), Sustainable development is defined
as economic development that meet the need
of current generation without underming the
ability of future generations to meet their own
needs.

As postulated by Onah (199), the approach of
sustainable development describes a process
that is equitable and socially responsive,
recognizing the extensive nature of poverty,
deprivation, and inequality between and

within nation, class and communities.
Supporting by Zimmerman(2009;4) emphasis
that the aim of sustainable development has
many objectives including bettering people’s
health and education opportunities, giving
everyone the chance to participate in public
life, helping to ensure a clean environment,
promoting intergenerational equity,

Nigeria’s adoption of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) underscores the
need for effective governance and
administrative capacity to translate global
commitments into local outcomes. Without
functional public administration, sustainable
development remains largely rhetorical.

4.3 Public Administration and Sustainable
Development Nexus

Public administration plays a pivotal role in
coordinating national development efforts.
According to Ighodalo (2018), sustainable
development is unattainable without efficient
public administration that ensures policy
coherence and effective service delivery.
Administrative  institutions  provide the
framework through which development plans,
environmental regulations, social welfare
programs, and economic reforms are
implemented.

Igbokwe-Ibeto (2019) argues that public
administration influences sustainable
development by fostering entrepreneurship,
infrastructure development, and regulatory
stability. Similarly, Okolie and Ikenga (2024)
emphasize ethical public administration as a

prerequisite  for sustainable governance,
noting that corruption undermines
development initiatives.

In their contributions to  Sustainable
Development Discourse, Elensi et al.

significantly contribute to the discourse on
sustainable  development through their
empirical examination of government policies
and economic development in Nigeria. Their
work highlights how ineffective policy
implementation, weak institutional
frameworks, and administrative inefficiencies
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hinder sustainable poverty alleviation and
economic growth.

Although not exclusively framed within
public administration theory, Elensi et al.’s
analysis implicitly underscores the centrality
of public administrative institutions in
achieving sustainable development outcomes.
Their findings reinforce the argument that
policy success depends not merely on
formulation but on administrative capacity,
accountability, and governance quality.

4.4 Governance, Ethics, and Institutional
Capacity

Ethical governance remains a central theme in
public administration literature. Okolie and
Ikenga (2024) assert that professionalism,
transparency, and merit-based recruitment are
essential for sustainable development. Weak
institutions, is characterized by corruption and
political ~patronage, compromise policy
effectiveness and public trust.

The World Bank (2020) also emphasizes
institutional capacity as a determinant of
development outcomes, arguing that countries
with strong administrative systems are better
positioned to achieve sustainable development
goals.

5. Research Methodology

The study adopts and really on secondary
sources of data collected from appropriate
published text books, journals, news papers,
internets, policy documents, and reports.
Observation methods were also employed to
complement the secondary data. Analysis of
the data collected were done through
descriptive method

6. Theoretical Frameworks

The role of public administration in
sustainable development is best understood
through governance theory as propounded by
the United Nation Development programe,
1997, and World Bank, 1989, institutional
theory as propounded by W. R .Scott, 2014,
and New Public Management theory
propounded by Christopher Hood, 1991,
Governance theory emphasises accountability,

transparency, participation, and rule of law as
prerequisites for development. Institutional
theory focuses on how organizational
structures and norms shape policy outcomes,
while development administration theory
highlights the role of public institutions in
facilitating socio-economic transformation.

In Nigeria, the failure to institutionalize these
theoretical  principles has  undermined
sustainable development. Weak accountability
systems, politicized institutions, and poor
coordination among government agencies
have limited the effectiveness of public
administration. ~ Sustainable  development
therefore requires not only policy formulation
but  also institutional reform  and
administrative competence.

7. Public Administration And Economic
Sustainability In Nigeria

Economic sustainability involves the creation
of a productive economy capable of
generating employment, reducing poverty,
and supporting long-term growth. Public
administration plays a crucial role in
economic  sustainability  through fiscal
management, economic planning,
infrastructure development, and regulation of
key sectors.

Public administration is a critical driver of
economic sustainability in Nigeria. While the
country possesses vast human and natural
resources, weak administrative capacity,
governance deficits, and institutional fragility
continue to undermine sustainable economic
development. Strengthening public
administration through instructional reform,
good governance, and policy coherence is
essential for achieving long-term economic
sustainability and inclusive growth in Nigeria.

In Nigeria, public administration is
responsible for  budgeting, revenue
mobilisation, public procurement, and

economic regulation. However, weaknesses in
these areas have undermined economic
sustainability. Poor budget implementations,
mismanagement of public funds, and
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corruption have limited the

economic policies.

impact of

Elensi et al. (2024) provide a compelling
illustration of this challenge in their study of
petroleum local content policy. Although the
policy aimed to promote indigenous
participation and employment in the oil sector,
weak administrative oversight and poor
coordination limited its effectiveness. This
underscores the broader issue that economic
sustainability in Nigeria is constrained by
administrative inefficiency rather than policy
design alone.

Strengthening public financial management
systems, improving regulatory enforcement,
and enhancing policy coordination are
therefore essential for economic sustainability.

8. Public Administration And Social
Sustainability
Social sustainability focuses on equity,

inclusion, and improved quality of life. Public
administration promotes social sustainability
through education, healthcare, housing, social
welfare, and labour policies. In Nigeria,
however, social development outcomes
remain poor due to weak service delivery
systems.

Public institutions responsible for education
and healthcare often suffer from inadequate
funding, poor management, and limited
accountability. Elensi, Atairet, and Ntuen
(2024) highlight how poor motivation and
performance among local government
workers  undermine  service  delivery,
exacerbating social inequality.

Public administration must therefore prioritize
human resource development, ethical
standards, and citizen-centred service delivery
to promote social sustainability. Without
effective administration, social policies and
goals like equity, inclusion, access,
participation and community resilience cannot
be achieved or maintained over time..

Social sustainability is the ability of a society
to maintain and improve the well-being,
equity, social cohesion, inclusion, and

equality of life of present and future
generations.( Dempsey etal, 2011). It
emphasizes access to basic services, social
justice, participation, cultural preservation,
human rights, and institutional trust. In his
view, Sachs ( 2015) postulated that
sustainability is a core pillar of sustainable
development , alongside economic and
environmental sustainability, and it focuses on
reducing inequality, strengthening institutions,
and promoting inclusive development.

Linking public administration with social
sustainability, it is notably that pubic
administration promotes social sustainability
through policy formulation, services delivery,
institutional capacity, governance practices,
and citizen engagement.

9. Public Administration
Environmental Sustainability

And

Environmental sustainability is a critical
dimension of sustainable development,
particularly in resource-rich countries like
Nigeria. Environmental degradation, oil
pollution, deforestation, and climate change
pose significant threats to livelihoods and
long-term development.

Public administration is
enforcing environmental regulations,
coordinating environmental policies, and
ensuring sustainable resource management.
Through sound policies, effective regulation,
inclusive  governance, and institutional
accountability, public administration can
safeguard the environment while promoting
sustainable development. Public
administration =~ promotes  environmental
sustainability by embedding good governance
principles into environmental decision-
making.(Agyeman, 2005)

responsible for

However, weak regulatory enforcement and
corruption have undermined environmental
governance in Nigeria. Elensi’s research on
the Niger Delta demonstrates how weak
administrative oversight allows environmental

degradation to persist despite existing
regulations.  Strengthening environmental
institutions and enforcement mechanisms is
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therefore essential for sustainable
development.
10. Policy Implementation And

Institutional Effectiveness

Policy implementation is one of the weakest
aspects of Nigerian public administration.
Policies are often well-articulated but poorly
implemented due to inadequate funding, weak
coordination, and limited monitoring and
evaluation.

Elensi et al. (2024) show that employment
policies fail not because they are poorly
designed but because implementation
institutions lack capacity and accountability.
This reflects a broader institutional weakness
in Nigerian public administration.
Institutional decay, poor coordination, and
capacity deficit African public administration
(Olowu, D.,, 2011).

Effective policy implementation requires
strong institutions, skilled personnel, clear
performance indicators and accountability
mechanisms.

11. Leadership And Governance In
Nigerian Public Administration

Leadership quality significantly influences
administrative  performance. In Nigeria,
leadership challenges such as patronage
politics, corruption, and policy inconsistency
undermine sustainable development.

Effective leaders promote accountability,
long-term  planning, and institutional
discipline. Weak leadership erodes public
trust and institutional capacity. Developing
ethical, competent, and visionary leadership
within the public service is therefore essential
for sustainable development. Sustainable
development and institutional effectiveness
depend on the synergy between leadership
and governance. Governance failure in Africa
is linked to leadership deficits and
institutional decay. ( Ake, 1996)

Good  governance characterized by
transparency, accountability, participation,
and rule of law is critical for social
sustainability. According to Rhodes (1996)

and Pierre and Peters (2000) good governance
reforms strengthen institutional trust and
citizen’s participation, which are essential for
socially sustainable societies.

12. Challenges Facing
Administration In Nigeria

Public

Major challenges include corruption, weak
institutional capacity, inadequate funding,
political interference, and limited
accountability. These challenges undermine
governance effectiveness and development
outcomes. Frequent political intrusion into
recruitment, promotion, and disciplinary
processes weakens meritocracy. Political
interference compromises the neutrality and
professionalism of the Nigerian civil service.
( Adebayo, 2001) Insufficient funding and
poor infrastructure constrain administrative
performance in Nigeria. According to
Olaopa,(2014) chronic underfunding affects
planning, implementation, and evaluation of
public programmes.

13. Conclusion

Public administration is central to promoting
sustainable development in Nigeria. Despite
abundant resources and numerous
development policies, weak administrative
capacity has undermined development
outcomes. This study demonstrates that
sustainable development requires effective
institutions, accountable leadership, and
committed public servants. Strengthening
public administration is therefore a critical
prerequisite ~ for  Nigeria’s  sustainable
development and long-term stability.

Recommendations

In order to address the challenging facing
Public Administration for sustainal in Nigeria,
this paper recommended that

1) Public Administration should be
strengthened through clear
mandates, professional autonomy,
and legal frameworks
enhancement to improve policy
implementation, and
administrative stability.
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2) Transparency and Accountability
frameworks such as independent
Audit  institution, legislative
oversight, and  ant-corruption
agencies are utmost important and
should encourage. This is to
reduce misuse of public resources,
improve public trust, and promote
ethical conduct. As postulated by
Rose-Ackerman  (1999)  that
corruption thrives where
accountability mechanisms are
weak and discretion is unchecked.

3) Training, Motivation, and Ethical
Orientation of public servants
should be encouraged given their
critical roles for responsive
governance. This is to enhance
efficiency service delivery, reduce
political interference and improve
morale and productivity.

4) Inefficiency and red tape should

reduce through digital
transformation. This is to reduce
bureaucratic  delays.  Enhance

transparency, and improve citizen
access to services
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