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Nigeria : Targeting communities for effective poverty alleviation 
 

 

Where does poverty reside ? 

An important finding from analysing the survey data from the poverty assessment study on 
Nigeria is the concentration of the poor in communities in which most of the other households 
are also poor, and the tendency of the non-poor households to reside in communities in which the 
population is largely non-poor. As a result, the overall income inequality in the country is due 
largely to income inequality between communities and much less to income inequality between 
households within communities.  

To illustrate this concentration of the poor and the non-poor in separate communities, all the 
communities that were included in the Household Expenditure Survey were divided into four 
categories according to two criteria: first, the share of poor households in the community and 
second, the average per capita income of all the households in the community. Although the 
sample for each community is very small, all the conclusions have been drawn for the entire 
category of communities in which the size of the sample was adequate. Specifically, the 
classification was based on the following criteria:  

(i) Poor communities: Defined as communities in which the majority of the households were 
poor and the average per capita expenditure of the households in the community was below the 
poverty line.  

P
ub

lic
 D

is
cl

os
ur

e 
A

ut
ho

riz
ed

P
ub

lic
 D

is
cl

os
ur

e 
A

ut
ho

riz
ed

P
ub

lic
 D

is
cl

os
ur

e 
A

ut
ho

riz
ed

P
ub

lic
 D

is
cl

os
ur

e 
A

ut
ho

riz
ed

wb371432
Typewritten Text
57069



(ii) Low income communities: in which the minority of the households were poor and

(iii) Middle income communities: in which minority of the households were poor 

 the 
average per capita expenditure of all households in that community was below the national 
median level.  

and

(iv) Non-poor communities: in which all the households included in the survey had per capita 
expenditures above the national median income.  

 the 
average per capita expenditure of the households in that community was above the national 
median level.  

The distribution of all individuals across these four categories of communities is summarized in 
Table 1. The most noteworthy observation in the table is the concentration of nearly 80 percent 
of all the 'poor' individuals in the two categories of communities that were classified as 'poor' 
and 'low income' even though these two categories of communities constitute only one-third of 
the total number of communities. The average per capita income of the households in the 'poor' 
communities was 30 percent below the poverty line. On the other hand, in the 20 percent of the 
communities that have been classified as 'non-poor,' all the households that were included in the 
Survey had per capita expenditures well above the national median level. Indeed, the average 
income of all the households in this category of communities was more that five times greater 
than the average income per capita of the households in the category of 'poor' communities.  

The relative homogeneity of most communities - particularly the rural communities - in terms of 
the level of income and the standard of living of the majority of their households - is a direct 
product of environmental factors that affect most, if not all households in a community in very 
similar ways. Most households in a rural community are equally affected by the same 
agroclimatic conditions and by the same geographical/location conditions - primarily the 
distance from the large urban center and the distance from the trade center or the port. All 
households in a community are also equally affected by the availability (or unavailability) of 
certain public goods in their community that have a direct impact on their earning capacity. Of 
particular importance is the quality of the access road to the community that determines, in turn, 
their capacity to engage in trade.  

Regional differences  

In Nigeria, there are, however, considerable differences between regions in the concentration of 
the poor - and the non-poor - in a separate communities. In the northern agroclimatic zone, 
nearly 70 percent of the poor reside in 36 percent of communities that were classified as 'poor'. 
In the central region, 61 percent of the 'poor' individuals reside in 21 percent of the communities 
that were classified as 'poor'. In the south, only 9 percent of the communities were classified as 
'poor' and 38 percent of the poor individuals in that region reside in these communities.  

There are also large differences between regions in their share in the total number of the 'poor' 
and 'non-poor' communities - as shown in Figure 1. Whereas nearly two-thirds of the 'non-poor' 
communities are in the south, almost half of the 'poor' communities are in the north. In the south, 
only 18 percent of the region's population resides in communities that have been classified as 



'poor' whereas in the north nearly half of the population of that region resides in such 
communities.  

 

Targeting projects and programs  

The concentration of the poor population in a relatively small number of communities is relevant 
for the design of cost-effective criteria for targeting public projects and programs. At present, the 
common methods of targeting projects and programs in many developing countries - particularly 
the countries in which the necessary data for targeting individual households are not available - 
aim at reaching the entire population of a given sector, e.g., the rural sector, or the entire 
population in a particular region. These methods of targeting are likely to be ineffective, 
however, and are bound to require large resources. A program targeting the entire rural 
population, for example, will include also all the non-poor rural households but leave out the 



urban poor. Regional targeting is bound to include all the non-poor in that region but leave out 
all the poor that reside in the other regions.  

Consider, as an illustration, regional targeting in Nigeria. That targeting could be centered on the 
northern zone where more than 50 percent of the poor reside and where the growth rate of 
expenditures during the period 1985-92 was only one-third of the growth rate in the other two 
agroclimatic regions. Targeting the north would also benefit, however, the nearly 50 percent of 
the population in that region who are not poor but leave out nearly 50 percent of the poor that 
reside in the middle and the southern regions.  

The results in Table 1 indicate that targeting pre-selected communities could be more cost-
effective because the selection of communities for the implementation of targeted projects and 
programs could considerably reduce the number of non-poor households that will still be 
included in the program as well as the number of the poor who reside in other communities and 
would therefore be excluded. By targeting the program to the one-third of the communities that 
have been classified as 'poor' and 'low-income', it would be possible to reach as many as 80 
percent of the poor individuals and include only 20 percent of the non-poor.  

Cost recovery programs  

These results also suggest that the above criteria can provide guidelines for identifying the 
communities that could be the target of cost recovery programs. These are primarily the 
communities that have been classified as 'non-poor'. In Nigeria, more than one-fifth of the 
communities were included in that category in 1992. By selecting the communities as the target 
of subsidized projects on the one hand and of cost-recovery programs on the other, it would be 
possible to greatly reduce the costs and increase the effectiveness of these programs.  



 

Data for targeting  

The above criteria for classifying communities into income categories are only illustrative. They 
cannot be used in practice to determine guidelines for targeting projects and programs in the 
country at large. The reason is that the Household Expenditure Survey is conducted only in a 
sample of communities whereas the criteria for targeting must be determined for all 
communities. To determine targeting criteria for all the communities in the country, it would 
therefore be necessary to use only data which are available for all communities. At present, there 
are three sources that provide data for all (or, in some cases, for the majority) the communities in 
the countries of SSA. One is the Geographical Information System (GIS), the second is the 
population census and the third is the agricultural census.  



The GIS can provide three types of data: (i) the agroclimatic characteristics of the region in 
which the community is located; (ii) the geographic/location characteristics of the community - 
primarily the distance to the nearest urban center and the distance to the country's main trading 
port; (iii) the quality of the access road to the community. The population census provides data 
on the size of the population and its composition by religious, ethnic, and age groups. 
Agricultural census data are usually not available for all rural communities but only for a sample 
of rural communities. That sample is, however, typically very large and covers nearly all 
communities in regions where extensive agricultural production takes place. In many SSA 
countries, the agricultural survey does not cover certain regions in which agriculture is very 
sparse or where security conditions do not permit agricultural activity. The agricultural census 
provide data on the cropping patterns in that area community, the land size distribution in the 
community and the size of the livestock.  

An ongoing research project aims to determine, for a group of SSA countries, the classification 
of all the communities in a country into income categories on the basis of the data in the 
Household Expenditure Survey together with the data in the population census, the agricultural 
census, and the GIS.  

The poverty profile of Nigeria clearly indicates that targeted efforts focusing on poor 
communities are crucial to reduce the depth and severity of poverty in all regions of the country. 
How the largest country in SSA deals with its poverty problems will have serious implications 
for the rest of the region.  

 

This report, Nigeria:Poverty in the midst of plenty- the challenge of growth with inclusion, 
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