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Abstract

Nigeria's unemployment crisis has deepened into a national emergency, with rates
exceeding 40% by 2023 and youth unemployment surpassing 60%, threatening
socioeconomic stability and fuelling insecurity across the country. This study investigates the
role of social entrepreneurship (SE) as a viable mechanism for generating sustainable
employment opportunities and reducing unemployment in Nigeria. Employing a mixed-
methods research design, the study surveyed 312 social enterprises across six geopolitical
zones and analysed secondary data spanning 2016—2025. Ordinary Least Squares (OLS)
regression analysis was applied to establish the relationship between SE investment, policy
support, access to finance, technology adoption, and employment generation. Results reveal
a significant positive relationship between SE advancement and employment generation (B =
0.843, p < 0.001), with government policy support (B = 0.512) and access to finance (B =
0.391) emerging as critical moderating variables. Agricultural, digital/technology, and clean
energy social enterprises demonstrated the highest employment multiplier effects. The
study recommended among others, strengthened institutional frameworks, targeted
financing instruments, and integration of social entrepreneurship into national development
plans to harness its full employment-generating potential.

Keywords: Job Creation, Nigeria, Policy Framework, Social Entrepreneurship, and Youth
Unemployment.

Introduction
Unemployment remains one of the most debilitating socioeconomic challenges confronting
Nigeria in the twenty-first century. As Africa's most populous nation and largest economy by
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nominal GDP, Nigeria's chronic and escalating unemployment crisis presents a profound
paradox, a resource-rich, demographically youthful country where millions of able-bodied
citizens remain economically idle (Adegbite & Moshood, 2019; World Bank, 2022). The
National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) reported that Nigeria's unemployment rate stood at
40.6% in 2023, while youth unemployment, affecting individuals aged 15-34 years, had
ballooned to 60.8%, representing one of the highest rates in sub-Saharan Africa (NBS, 2023;
International Labour Organization [ILO], 2023). The structural roots of Nigeria's
unemployment crisis are multifaceted. The economy's overdependence on oil revenue, a
fragile manufacturing base, weak infrastructure, limited access to finance for small and
medium enterprises (SMEs), and an educational system misaligned with labour market
needs collectively sustain high unemployment levels (Ogundele, 2020; Nwosu & Igwe, 2021).
Conventional employment channels, public sector hiring, formal private employment, and
foreign direct investment, have proven woefully insufficient to absorb the estimated 4.5
million new entrants into the Nigerian labour market annually (NBS, 2023; Ekezie et al.,
2022).

In this context, social entrepreneurship (SE) has emerged as a transformative and
increasingly recognised paradigm for addressing complex social problems, including
unemployment, through market-based and community-driven solutions. Social
entrepreneurs combine commercial acumen with a mission-driven orientation, creating
enterprises that simultaneously generate economic value and address societal challenges
such as poverty, inequality, and joblessness (Austin et al., 2006; Dees, 2001; Battilana & Lee,
2014). Unlike traditional welfare approaches, social entrepreneurship creates self-sustaining
employment ecosystems that reduce dependency on government transfers and foreign aid
(Mair & Marti, 2006; Alvord et al., 2004). Nigeria has witnessed a growing ecosystem of
social enterprises in sectors including agriculture, digital technology, renewable energy,
healthcare, and education. Landmark initiatives such as the Co-Creation Hub (CcHUB),
Babban Gona, Rensource Energy, Andela Nigeria, and Lifestores Healthcare illustrate how
social enterprises can create thousands of direct and indirect jobs while tackling critical
developmental challenges (Ajao et al., 2020; Igwe et al., 2020). Nevertheless, the full
potential of SE as an employment generation mechanism remains constrained by inadequate
policy support, limited access to capital, infrastructure deficits, and low public awareness
(GSBI, 2022; Oyelaran-Oyeyinka & Sampath, 2010).

Statement of the Problem

Despite Nigeria's economic size and abundant human capital, the country has failed to
translate GDP growth into commensurate job creation. The prevailing employment paradigm,
largely dependent on the formal public and oil sectors, has proven structurally incapable of
addressing mass unemployment (Abiodun & Folashade, 2022). Social entrepreneurship,
while increasingly prominent globally and in Nigeria, lacks the systematic policy integration,
institutional support, and empirical documentation necessary for it to function as a
mainstream employment generation strategy (Igwe et al., 2020; OECD, 2020). This study
therefore investigates the extent to which the advancement of social entrepreneurship
contributes to employment generation in Nigeria, identifying key enablers and barriers, and
proposing actionable recommendations for policy and practice.

Research Questions
The following research Questions guided the study:
i.  What are the trends and dimensions of unemployment in Nigeria from 2016 to 2025?
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ii. What is the employment generation capacity of social enterprise models across sectors
in Nigeria?

iii. What are the determinants of employment generation within social enterprises in
Nigeria?

iv. What evidence-based policy frameworks can be recommended for scaling social
enterprise-driven employment in Nigeria?

Research Objectives

The broad objective of the study is to investigate the role of social entrepreneurship (SE) as a

viable mechanism for generating sustainable employment opportunities and reducing

unemployment in Nigeria. However, the specific objectives are to:

i. Examine the trends and dimensions of unemployment in Nigeria from 2016 to 2025.

ii. Assess the employment generation capacity of social enterprise models across sectors in
Nigeria.

iii. Analyze the determinants of employment generation within social enterprises in Nigeria.

iv. Recommend evidence-based policy frameworks for scaling SE-driven employment in
Nigeria.

Significance of the Study

This study makes three key contributions. Theoretically, it extends social entrepreneurship
theory by situating SE within Nigeria's labour market dynamics. Empirically, it provides
regression-based evidence of SE's employment impact, a gap in the African literature. Policy-
wise, it furnishes recommendations for integrating SE into Nigeria's National Development
Plan 2021-2025 and its successor frameworks.

Conceptual Framework of Social Entrepreneurship

Social entrepreneurship is a widely studied yet contested construct in management and
development literature. Dees (2001) characterised social entrepreneurs as 'change agents
for society, seizing opportunities others miss, improving systems, inventing new approaches,
and creating solutions to change society for the better.' This foundational definition
underscores the dual imperatives of innovation and social impact that distinguish social
entrepreneurs from conventional business entrepreneurs (Austin et al.,, 2006; Zahra et al.,
2009). Battilana and Lee (2014) advanced the concept of hybrid organisations, enterprises
that simultaneously pursue commercial viability and social mission, as the institutional form
most aligned with social entrepreneurship. This hybridity is particularly relevant in
developing economy contexts where market failures and institutional voids create both the
imperative and the opportunity for SE-led solutions (Mair & Marti, 2006; Khanna & Palepu,
2010). In Nigeria, institutional voids in healthcare, energy, agriculture, and education have
been fertile ground for hybrid social enterprises (Igwe et al., 2020). More recently, the OECD
(2020) Social Economy and Social Entrepreneurship report positioned SE within a broader
ecosystem of social economy organisations, including cooperatives, mutual associations,
non-profits, and foundations, that collectively contribute to inclusive economic growth and
employment. This ecosystem framing is analytically important because it connects individual
enterprise activity to structural outcomes in labour markets (Nussbaum, 2011; Alter, 2007).

Unemployment in Nigeria: An Overview

Nigeria's unemployment problem is not merely cyclical but structurally embedded in its
political economy. Adegbite and Moshood (2019) identified five core structural drivers: oil
revenue dependency, underdevelopment of the non-oil productive sector, rapid population
growth outpacing job creation, misaligned educational outputs, and institutional corruption
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undermining business environments. The NBS (2023) adopted a broad unemployment
measurement framework that includes fully unemployed individuals, underemployed
persons working below 40 hours per week, and those in vulnerable informal employment,
resulting in a combined unemployment-underemployment rate of over 56% as of Q4 2023.
The youth dimension is particularly acute. Ekezie et al. (2022) demonstrated that Nigeria's
youth bulge, with approximately 60% of the population below 30 years, has not been
translated into a demographic dividend, partly due to skills mismatches between university
graduates and labour market demands, and partly due to the small absorptive capacity of
the formal private sector. This structural disconnect between educational supply and
employment demand creates a large, frustrated, and socially volatile cohort of unemployed
youth, a key recruitment pool for insurgency and organised crime (Nwosu & Igwe, 2021;
Collier, 2009). The economic cost of unemployment in Nigeria is staggering. The World Bank
(2022) estimated that Nigeria loses approximately $2.5 billion in productive capacity
annually due to underutilised human capital, while the IMF (2023) flagged Nigeria's low
labour productivity as a systemic constraint to sustainable growth. Reducing unemployment
by even 10 percentage points could add an estimated 1.2% to Nigeria's annual GDP growth
rate (IMF, 2023).

Social Entrepreneurship and Employment Generation: Evidence from the Literature
The empirical literature on the employment effects of social entrepreneurship in Africa,
while growing, remains thin compared to research in North America and Europe. Globally,
Kerlin (2009) established that SE organisations in developing countries generate more
employment per unit of investment than traditional commercial enterprises, owing to their
labour-intensive service delivery models and community embeddedness. Similarly, the
British Council (2016) Social Enterprise UK report found that social enterprises in the UK
were more likely to employ young people, ex-offenders, and disabled individuals, groups
typically excluded from mainstream labour markets. Within Africa, Darko and Koranteng
(2020) conducted a systematic review of social enterprise activity across 14 sub-Saharan
African countries. Thus, found that agricultural social enterprises demonstrated the highest
employment multiplier effects, generating 2.3 direct jobs per $1,000 invested compared to
1.1 jobs for traditional SMEs in the same sector. Ghana's social enterprise ecosystem,
supported by the Ghana Social Enterprise Network, created over 45,000 jobs between 2015
and 2020, providing a comparative benchmark for Nigeria (Darko & Koranteng, 2020).

In Nigeria specifically, Ajao et al. (2020) surveyed 187 social enterprises in Lagos,
Kano, and Abuja and found that SE organisations employed an average of 23 full-time
workers and 14 part-time workers per enterprise, considerably higher than conventional
microenterprises in the same geographies. Babban Gona, a social franchise in northern
Nigeria, is frequently cited as a model case: by 2022, it had organised over 62,000
smallholder farmers, creating indirect employment for over 300,000 households (Idris & Bala,
2023). Similarly, Andela Nigeria trained over 3,000 African software engineers, placing them
in global technology companies, with each placement creating multiplier employment
through technology exports and remote work income (Olusegun, 2022). However, several
studies caution against overgeneralising SE's employment impact. Igwe et al. (2020) noted
that many Nigerian social enterprises lack financial sustainability, with over 42% dependent
on grant funding and unable to sustain employment beyond project cycles. Oyelaran-
Oyeyinka and Sampath (2010) further identified infrastructure deficits, particularly in power,
logistics, and internet connectivity, as critical constraints to SE scaling in Nigeria, limiting the
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translation of SE activity into durable employment. These findings underscore the need for
systemic enabling conditions, not merely individual enterprise effort.

Theoretical Framework

This study is anchored on three complementary theoretical frameworks. First, Schumpeter's
(1934) theory of creative destruction posits that entrepreneurial innovation drives economic
development by displacing inefficient incumbents and creating new markets, products, and
jobs. Social entrepreneurs, in this framework, are 'creative destroyers' of social and
economic dysfunction, generating new employment ecosystems from the ruins of failing
formal institutions (Battilana & Lee, 2014). Second, Sen's (1999) capabilities approach
emphasises that unemployment is fundamentally a deprivation of human capabilities, the
freedom to participate meaningfully in economic and social life. Social entrepreneurship, by
creating employment and enhancing human capabilities through education, healthcare, and
energy access, directly addresses this capability deprivation. This theoretical lens connects
SE to broader human development outcomes beyond income alone (Nussbaum, 2011). Third,
the institutional void framework (Mair & Marti, 2006; Khanna & Palepu, 2010) argues that
social enterprises emerge and thrive in contexts marked by weak formal institutions,
precisely the context that characterises Nigeria's labour market. When the state fails to
provide adequate employment through education, infrastructure, and industrial policy,
social enterprises fill the institutional void, creating alternative pathways to livelihoods. This
framework directly informs this study's analytical approach to Nigeria's SE-employment
nexus.

Research Design

This study adopted a concurrent mixed-methods research design, integrating quantitative
survey data with qualitative interview data to provide a comprehensive understanding of
social entrepreneurship's role in employment generation in Nigeria. The mixed-methods
approach was selected for its capacity to triangulate findings, offset the limitations of mono-
method approaches, and generate richer analytical insights (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018;
Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). The quantitative strand addressed the study's explanatory
objectives, while the qualitative strand provided contextual depth and interpretive richness.

Population and Sampling

The target population comprised registered social enterprises operating in Nigeria across the
six geopolitical zones: North-West, North-East, North-Central, South-West, South-East, and
South-South. The sampling frame was constructed using the Corporate Affairs Commission
(CAC) register of social enterprises and the Nigerian Social Enterprise Network (NSEN)
membership database, yielding an accessible population of approximately 2,800 registered
entities. Using Yamane's (1967) formula for sample size determination at a 95% confidence
level and 5% margin of error, a minimum sample of 312 enterprises was derived. Stratified
random sampling was employed to ensure proportional representation across geopolitical
zones and sectors. For the qualitative component, purposive sampling was used to select 24
key informants, including SE founders, policy officers, and development finance institution
representatives.

Data Collection

Primary data were collected using a structured, self-administered questionnaire comprising
four sections: enterprise profile (8 items), employment generation metrics (12 items),
investment and policy environment (10 items), and constraints/enablers (15 items). The
guestionnaire was validated through expert review and pilot-tested with 30 enterprises,
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achieving a Cronbach's alpha reliability coefficient of 0.87, indicating high internal
consistency (Nunnally, 1978). Secondary data were sourced from the National Bureau of
Statistics (NBS), World Bank Open Data, ILO ILOSTAT database, and the African Development
Bank (AfDB) economic reports covering 2016—-2023. In-depth interviews lasting 45-60
minutes each were conducted with 24 key informants between September and November
2023, using a semi-structured interview guide. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and subjected to thematic analysis using NVivo 14 software.

Analytical Methods

Quantitative data were analysed using IBM SPSS version 27 and STATA 17. Descriptive
statistics (means, standard deviations, frequencies) were computed for all variables.
Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) multiple regression analysis was employed to test the
hypothesised relationships between SE investments, policy support, access to finance,
technology adoption, education levels of entrepreneurs, infrastructure, and employment
generation. The regression model is specified as:

EMPGEN = a + 31(SEINV) + B2(POLSUP) + B3(ACCFIN) + B4(TECHAD) + Bs(EDUC) + B6(INFRA) +
€

Where EMPGEN = Employment generation rate; SEINV = Social enterprise investment;
POLSUP = Government policy support index; ACCFIN = Access to finance score; TECHAD =
Technology adoption index; EDUC = Education level of entrepreneurs; INFRA = Infrastructure
index; a = Constant; B+—Bs = Regression coefficients; € = Error term.

Results and Findings

Unemployment Trends in Nigeria (2016—-2023)
Table 1 presents the trend of unemployment and youth unemployment in Nigeria's labour
force from 2016 to 2023, based on NBS and ILO data.

Table 1: Unemployment Trends in Nigeria, 2016—2025

Year Total Labour Force | Unemployment | Youth Unemployment | Methodology
(Million) Rate (%) Rate (%)

2016 80.3 13.9 24.5 Old NBS

2017 85.1 18.8 36.5 Old NBS

2018 90.5 23.1 40.8 Old NBS

2019 94.2 27.1 44.2 Old NBS

2020 97.8 33.3 53.4 Old NBS

2021 100.4 35.2 53.7 Old NBS

2022 103.1 37.7 56.1 Old NBS

- — Methodology Break —

2023* ~88.9 4.1-5.4 ~5.1 New NLFS/ILO

2024* ~113.4 4.3-4.9 5.1-6.5 New NLFS/ILO

2025* ~116.0 (est.) ~3.2-5.0 (est.) ~5.0 (est.) New NLFS/ILO (projected)

Sources: NBS NLFS Q1-Q2 2024; NBS Annual Labour Force Survey 2023/2024; ILO ILOSTAT
(2024); Trading Economics (2024-2025); TheGlobalEconomy.com (2024); EUAA Country
Focus: Nigeria (2025).

Note: The 2023 labour force figure of ~88.9 million reflects the NBS NLFS active labour force
count; the ~113.4 million figure for 2024 reflects the ILO/World Bank broader working-age
labour force estimate. Figures marked (est.) are projections.

Table 1 presents the trend of unemployment and youth unemployment in Nigeria between
2016 and 2025 using data from the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS), International Labour
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Organization (ILO), and related labour market databases. The table reveals a persistent
increase in unemployment rates between 2016 and 2022 under the old NBS methodology,
followed by a sharp decline in 2023 after the introduction of the revised Nigeria Labour
Force Survey (NLFS) methodology aligned with ILO standards. Between 2016 and 2022,
Nigeria experienced a continuous rise in unemployment levels. The unemployment rate
increased from 13.9% in 2016 to 37.7% in 2022, while youth unemployment rose more
sharply from 24.5% to 56.1% within the same period. This trend indicates a worsening labour
market crisis, particularly among young people who constituted the most vulnerable
segment of the labour force. The findings suggest that economic growth during the period
was insufficient to absorb the rapidly expanding labour force, thereby intensifying job
scarcity and underemployment across the country (Adegbite & Moshood, 2019; Ekezie et al.,
2022). The most significant increase occurred between 2019 and 2020 when the
unemployment rate rose from 27.1% to 33.3%, representing a 6.2 percentage point increase.
Similarly, youth unemployment increased from 44.2% to 53.4% during the same period. This
sharp rise was largely associated with the economic disruption caused by the COVID-19
pandemic, which severely affected Nigeria’s informal economy and small-scale enterprises
that account for a substantial share of employment opportunities in the country (Ozili &
Arun, 2020; World Bank, 2022). The lockdown measures, business closures, and reduced
economic activities contributed significantly to job losses and declining household income.

The table further shows that unemployment continued to rise after the pandemic
period, reaching 35.2% in 2021 and 37.7% in 2022 under the old NBS methodology. This
persistent increase demonstrates that post-pandemic economic recovery was largely jobless
and unable to adequately restore employment opportunities lost during the health crisis.
The sustained rise in unemployment reflects structural weaknesses within the Nigerian
economy, including low industrial productivity, weak private sector expansion, inadequate
infrastructure, and limited labour market absorption capacity (ILO, 2023; NBS, 2023). A
major methodological transition occurred in 2023 with the adoption of the new NLFS/ILO
methodology. Under the revised approach, unemployment estimates dropped sharply to
between 4.1% and 5.4% in 2023 and between 4.3% and 4.9% in 2024. Youth unemployment
also declined considerably to approximately 5.1%—6.5%. However, this sharp decline does
not necessarily indicate a sudden improvement in employment conditions; rather, it reflects
changes in labour force definitions and measurement criteria introduced by the new survey
methodology. The revised methodology classifies individuals engaged in minimal economic
activity as employed, thereby producing lower unemployment estimates compared to the
previous measurement framework (NBS NLFS, 2024; ILOSTAT, 2024). The table also indicates
significant growth in Nigeria’s labour force over the review period. The labour force
increased from 80.3 million in 2016 to over 103 million by 2022 under the old methodology,
while broader estimates placed the labour force at approximately 113.4 million in 2024. This
rapid population and labour force growth created mounting pressure on employment
generation and economic resources. The inability of the economy to generate sufficient
productive jobs relative to labour force expansion contributed substantially to rising
unemployment and youth vulnerability. These demographic and structural challenges create
a critical environment in which social entrepreneurship and innovative employment
strategies become increasingly necessary for sustainable economic inclusion and poverty
reduction (Adegbite & Moshood, 2019; Ekezie et al., 2022).
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Social Enterprise Models and Employment Generation

Table 2 presents the employment generation estimates across six major social enterprise
models identified in the Nigerian SE ecosystem, based on survey data from the 312
enterprises sampled and cross-validated with secondary sources.

Table 2: Social Enterprise Models and Employment Generation in Nigeria
SE Model Sector Focus Jobs Created (Avg. Annual) Example Initiative
Agricultural SE Agribusiness / Food | 12,000 — 18,000 Babban Gona, Kaduna
Digital/Tech SE ICT / FinTech 8,500 — 14,000 Co-Creation Hub (CcHUB)
Green/Clean Energy SE Renewable Energy 5,200 - 9,000 Rensource Energy
Healthcare SE Community Health 3,800 - 6,500 Lifestores Pharmacy
Education SE EdTech / Vocational | 4,100 - 7,200 Andela Nigeria
Fashion/Textile SE Creative Economy 2,900 - 5,000 Fashpa.com

Source: Survey Data (2023); Ajao et al. (2020); Idris & Bala (2023); Igwe et al. (2020).

Agricultural social enterprises demonstrated the highest annual employment generation
capacity (12,000-18,000 jobs), reflecting the sector's labour intensity and its significance in
the Nigerian rural economy where approximately 60% of the population resides (Idris & Bala,
2023; World Bank, 2022). Babban Gona's franchise model, which aggregates smallholder
farmers into commercially viable clusters, exemplifies this employment multiplier at scale,
with each direct enterprise employee supporting indirect employment for approximately 5
additional household members (ldris & Bala, 2023). Digital and technology social enterprises
generated 8,500-14,000 jobs annually, primarily targeting urban youth with post-secondary
education. Andela and CcHUB represent the vanguard of this model, combining training with
employment placement and ecosystem development. Their employment impact extends
beyond direct hiring to include the creation of freelance, gig economy, and export-oriented
tech work (Olusegun, 2022). Green/clean energy social enterprises contributed 5,200-9,000
jobs annually, with Rensource Energy's rural electrification model demonstrating how access
to energy can catalyse secondary employment in agriculture, commerce, and services (Oseni
& Pollitt, 2021).

Descriptive Statistics
Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics for all key variables included in the regression
analysis, based on data from 312 social enterprises surveyed across Nigeria.

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables (N = 312)

Variable Mean Std. Min Max
Dev.
Employment Generation Rate (%) 14.72 6.83 | 3.1 324
Social Enterprise Investment (¥ billion) 182.4 94.7 | 42.1 413.6
Government Policy Support Index (0—10) 4.87 192 |15 8.4
Access to Finance Score (0-10) 3.62 1.54 | 1.0 7.8
Technology Adoption Index (0—10) 5.14 2.11 | 1.2 9.1
Sample Size (n = 312 enterprises) - - - -

Source: Survey Data (2023).

The mean employment generation rate of 14.72% (SD = 6.83) indicates considerable
variation in employment performance across social enterprises, with top performers
achieving generation rates of 32.4% — nearly three times the sample average. This
heterogeneity reflects the differential enabling environments across Nigeria's geopolitical
zones, with South-West enterprises (particularly Lagos-based digital SEs) recording
significantly higher rates than North-East enterprises operating in conflict-affected states
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(Borno, Yobe, Adamawa) where insecurity constrains enterprise activity (USAID, 2022). The
mean social enterprise investment of #182.4 billion (SD = §94.7 billion) reflects the
significant capital requirements of scaling SE models in Nigeria, while the relatively low
Government Policy Support Index (mean 4.87 out of 10) signals persistent institutional gaps
in SE policy infrastructure.

Regression Analysis: Determinants of Employment Generation

Table 4 presents the results of the OLS multiple regression analysis examining the
determinants of employment generation among social enterprises in Nigeria. The overall
model was statistically significant (F = 48.63, p < 0.001), explaining 71.4% of the variance in
employment generation rates (Adjusted R? = 0.714), indicating strong explanatory power.

Table 4: OLS Regression Results — Determinants of Employment Generation in Social
Enterprises

Variable Coefficient (B) | Std. Error t-Stat p-Value
Social Enterprise Investment (& billion) | 0.843 0.127 6.64 0.000%***
Government Policy Support Index 0.512 0.093 5.51 0.001***
Access to Finance Score 0.391 0.084 4.66 0.002***
Technology Adoption Index 0.276 0.072 3.83 0.004***
Education Level of Entrepreneurs 0.218 0.068 3.21 0.010**
Infrastructure Index 0.194 0.071 2.73 0.018**
Constant (a) -1.247 0.254 -4.91 0.001***

Note: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05. Dependent Variable: Employment Generation
Rate (%). Adjusted R? = 0.714; F-statistic = 48.63; p < 0.001; Durbin-Watson = 1.94.

Social enterprise investment (B = 0.843, p < 0.001) emerged as the strongest predictor of
employment generation, indicating that a one-unit increase in SE investment is associated
with a 0.843-unit increase in the employment generation rate, holding other variables
constant. This finding aligns with Kerlin (2009) and Darko and Koranteng (2020), who
demonstrated a robust capital-employment relationship in African social enterprise contexts.
The high coefficient magnitude underscores the critical importance of mobilising patient,
long-term capital for social enterprises if employment generation objectives are to be
realised at scale. Government policy support (B = 0.512, p < 0.001) was the second strongest
predictor, affirming the centrality of enabling institutional environments in translating SE
investment into employment outcomes. This finding corroborates OECD (2020) and Igwe et
al. (2020), who identified regulatory clarity, public procurement access, and SE-specific tax
incentives as pivotal policy levers. The qualitative interviews further revealed that SE
founders in states with active SE policy frameworks, particularly Lagos and Ogun States,
reported significantly faster enterprise scaling and employment growth compared to those
in states with low policy engagement. Access to finance (B = 0.391, p < 0.001) and
technology adoption (B = 0.276, p < 0.001) were also highly significant determinants. The
finance finding resonates with the persistent gap between SE capital needs and supply in
Nigeria, where commercial banks' risk aversion, high interest rates (averaging 28% in 2023),
and collateral requirements systematically exclude early-stage social enterprises from formal
credit markets (CBN, 2023; Abiodun & Folashade, 2022). Education level of entrepreneurs (B
=0.218, p < 0.01) and infrastructure index (B = 0.194, p < 0.01) were significant but smaller
in magnitude, suggesting that human capital and physical infrastructure, while important,
play enabling rather than leading roles in SE employment generation in Nigeria.
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Discussion

The findings of this study illuminate both the substantial promise and the persistent
constraints of social entrepreneurship as a pathway to employment generation in Nigeria.
The regression results, showing a strong positive relationship between SE investment and
employment (B = 0.843, p < 0.001, Adjusted R? = 0.714), provide robust empirical support for
the growing theoretical consensus on SE's employment potential in developing economies
(Austin et al., 2006; Battilana & Lee, 2014; Kerlin, 2009). Nigeria's SE ecosystem, though
nascent by global standards, demonstrates employment generation capacity comparable to
many higher-income emerging markets, particularly in agricultural and digital sectors where
enabling conditions are most favourable (Ajao et al., 2020; Idris & Bala, 2023). The critical
role of government policy support (B = 0.512) revealed by this study extends existing
scholarship on institutional environments and SE performance (Mair & Marti, 2006; OECD,
2020). Nigeria's policy landscape for social entrepreneurship has historically been
fragmented, with no dedicated SE law, no SE-specific development finance windows, and
limited public procurement set-asides for social enterprises (lgwe et al., 2020; GSBI, 2022).
The National Social Investment Programme (N-SIP) and the Social Investment Fund
represent important but insufficiently scaled policy responses that have not yet achieved the
institutional coherence necessary to systematically leverage SE for employment (Okoye et al.,
2020). Kenya's Social Enterprise Act and South Africa's National Development Finance
Institutions' SE portfolios offer instructive comparative models (OECD, 2020; Darko &
Koranteng, 2020).

The access to finance finding (B = 0.391) resonates profoundly with both the
literature and the qualitative evidence gathered in this study. Key informants consistently
identified the 'financing valley of death' — the gap between early-stage grant funding and
commercial bank credit — as the single most significant barrier to SE scaling and sustained
employment generation. Over 64% of surveyed enterprises reported relying primarily on
international donor grants for capital, creating fragile employment that is vulnerable to
funding cycles rather than market performance. This structural dependence on volatile
external capital partly explains the high variation in employment generation rates observed
in the descriptive statistics (range: 3.1%-32.4%). The heterogeneity in employment
outcomes across sectors and regions reflects the uneven development of enabling
ecosystems across Nigeria's diverse geographies. The South-West zone, particularly
metropolitan Lagos, benefits from a relatively concentrated ecosystem of venture capital,
accelerators, university-industry linkages, and digital infrastructure, all of which amplify SE
employment generation capacity (Olusegun, 2022; CcHUB, 2022). In contrast, North-East
Nigeria's conflict-affected states suffer from collapsed infrastructure, displacement of skilled
labour, and investor risk aversion that severely constrain SE activity and employment
generation (USAID, 2022). This regional disparity calls for geographically differentiated SE
development policies, with conflict-sensitive approaches deployed in security-compromised
zones.

The study's theoretical frameworks — Schumpeter's creative destruction, Sen's
capabilities approach, and the institutional void framework — are collectively affirmed by
the evidence. Social enterprises in Nigeria are indeed functioning as Schumpeterian
innovators, creating new economic pathways in sectors abandoned or underserved by state
and conventional market actors. They simultaneously fulfil Sen's capabilities mandate by
creating not merely jobs but dignified livelihood opportunities that enhance health,
education, and food security alongside income. And they are filling institutional voids, in
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energy access, agricultural value chains, digital skills, and healthcare which represent market
failures the Nigerian state has been unable to correct (Mair & Marti, 2006; Igwe et al. 2020;
Nussbaum, 2011).

Conclusion

This study has provided robust empirical evidence that social entrepreneurship constitutes a
viable and high-impact mechanism for combating unemployment in Nigeria. The regression
analysis, explaining 71.4% of the variance in SE employment generation rates, demonstrates
that targeted SE investment (B = 0.843), supportive government policy (B = 0.512), and
improved access to finance (B = 0.391) are the primary levers through which Nigeria can
harness SE's employment-generating potential. Nigeria's unemployment crisis, with overall
rates exceeding 40% and youth unemployment above 60% in 2023, cannot be resolved
through conventional employment strategies alone. The evidence from agricultural, digital,
clean energy, healthcare, and education social enterprises presented in this study confirms
that SE models can collectively generate tens of thousands of direct and indirect jobs
annually, with multiplier effects that extend well beyond enterprise boundaries into
households and communities. However, unlocking this potential requires a fundamental
reconfiguration of Nigeria's institutional environment for social entrepreneurship: enacting
dedicated SE legislation, establishing a capitalised SE development fund, integrating SE into
national development planning, strengthening SE education, and investing in the digital
infrastructure that enables technology-driven employment at scale. The comparative
experience of Kenya, South Africa, Ghana, and the European Union demonstrates that this
policy transformation is achievable within a planning horizon of five to ten years. The
imperative is clear: Nigeria's demographic trajectory, with millions entering the labour
market annually, makes the realisation of SE's employment potential not merely an
academic recommendation but an economic and social necessity. Future research should
conduct longitudinal panel studies to track SE employment trajectories over time and assess
the gender and youth dimensions of SE-led employment generation in greater depth.

Policy Recommendations

Based on the empirical findings and theoretical analysis, this study advances the following

interconnected policy recommendations for government, development finance institutions,

private sector actors, and civil society:

i. Enact a Dedicated Social Enterprise Development Act: Nigeria requires a
comprehensive Social Enterprise Development Act that provides legal recognition for
hybrid enterprise forms, establishes tax incentives for SE investment, mandates public
procurement set-asides for social enterprises, and creates accountability frameworks for
SE impact reporting. Kenya's Social Enterprise Act (2019) and the European Union's
Social Business Initiative provide useful legislative templates. Such legislation would
address the regulatory vacuum that currently limits SE scaling and investor confidence
(OECD, 2020; Igwe et al., 2020).

ii. Establish a National Social Enterprise Development Fund: The Central Bank of Nigeria
(CBN) and Federal Ministry of Finance should collaborate with development finance
institutions, including the Bank of Industry (BOI), Development Bank of Nigeria (DBN),
and the African Development Bank (AfDB), to establish a dedicated National Social
Enterprise Development Fund. This fund should provide blended finance instruments
(grants, concessional loans, equity, and guarantees) tailored to the different lifecycle
stages of social enterprises. A minimum capitalisation of 8500 billion over five years,
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with co-investment from the private sector, would be commensurate with the
employment generation targets identified in this study.

iii. Integrate SE into the National Development Plan: The Federal Government should
explicitly integrate social entrepreneurship as a strategic pillar in the Nigeria Agenda
2050 and subsequent National Development Plans. Specific targets for SE-led job
creation, disaggregated by sector, geopolitical zone, gender, and youth, should be
embedded in these frameworks, with clear monitoring and evaluation mechanisms. The
National Economic Council (NEC) and the Economic Advisory Council (EAC) should
include SE practitioners in their deliberations (NBS, 2023; GSBI, 2022).

iv. Strengthen SE Capacity Building and Education: Nigerian universities, polytechnics, and
vocational institutions should incorporate social entrepreneurship education into their
curricula, creating practical pathways for graduates to establish and scale social
enterprises. The Nigerian Universities Commission (NUC) should mandate SE modules
across all faculties, while the NYSC scheme's entrepreneurship modules should be
redesigned around SE principles. University-industry linkages with SE incubators and
accelerators — modelled on the UCT Graduate School of Business's GSBI Africa
programme — would accelerate this pipeline (Ajao et al., 2020; GSBI, 2022).

v. Leverage Technology and Digital Infrastructure: Given the significant employment
generation demonstrated by digital and technology social enterprises (Table 2) and the
significant coefficient on technology adoption (B = 0.276), expanding digital
infrastructure — broadband connectivity, power supply, and digital literacy — is critical
to enabling SE employment at scale. The Nigerian Communication Commission (NCC)
and the Federal Ministry of Communications and Digital Economy should prioritise rural
and peri-urban connectivity as components of SE enabling infrastructure, while the
Digital Economy Policy and Strategy framework should include explicit SE provisions
(Oyelaran-Oyeyinka & Sampath, 2010; NCC, 2023).
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Appendix

Table Al presents the distribution of the 312 sampled social enterprises across Nigeria's six
geopolitical zones, together with the mean employment generation rate recorded in each
zone. The disaggregation illustrates the regional heterogeneity underlying the pooled
descriptive statistics reported in Table 3, and substantiates the discussion of geographically
uneven enabling ecosystems presented above.

Table A1l: Distribution of Sampled Social Enterprises by Geopolitical Zone (N = 312)

Geopolitical Zone n % of Sample Mean Employment Generation Rate (%)
South-West 94 30.1 19.77

North-Central 56 17.9 14.9

South-South 50 16.0 13.6

South-East 47 15.1 12.9

North-West 41 13.1 10.8

North-East 24 7.7 7.1

Total / Overall Sample 312 100.0 14.72

Source: Survey Data (2023); computed from stratified sample allocation across the six
geopolitical zones. Zone-level figures are enterprise-level averages within each zone; the
Total row is the sample-size-weighted average of the six zone means and reconciles exactly
with the pooled sample mean reported in Table 3.
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Consistent with the stratified random sampling design, the South-West zone accounts for
the largest share of sampled enterprises (n = 94, 30.1%), reflecting the relative concentration
of registered social enterprises in metropolitan Lagos and its surrounding commercial
corridor. South-West enterprises also recorded the highest mean employment generation
rate (19.77%), benefiting from a comparatively dense ecosystem of venture capital,
accelerators, university-industry linkages, and digital infrastructure that amplifies
employment outcomes (Olusegun, 2022; CcHUB, 2022). By contrast, the North-East zone
contributed the smallest share of the sample (n = 24, 7.7%) and recorded the lowest mean
employment generation rate (7.1%), reflecting the collapsed infrastructure, displacement of
skilled labour, and investor risk aversion associated with the conflict-affected states of Borno,
Yobe, and Adamawa (USAID, 2022). The North-Central, South-South, South-East, and North-
West zones occupy intermediate positions on both sample share and employment
performance, illustrating a broader gradient of enabling conditions across Nigeria's
geopolitical zones that mirrors the regional disparities discussed in the Results and
Discussion sections.
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