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Abstract

Nigeria’s Federal Civil Service faces accelerated brain drain as mid-career officers resign for
opportunities abroad a trend termed “Japa”. This article investigates how the phenomenon
creates capacity gaps that undermine public sector reforms. Integrating Push-Pull Theory,
Human Capital Theory and Institutional Theory, we argue that, “Japa” is not merely staff
attrition but a loss of state capacity. Secondary data and administrative records from 2019-2025
show exits are highest among technical cadres, driven by domestic Push factors of wage decline
and promotion delays and international Pull factors from new UK/Canada immigration
policies. Each exit represents a loss of 10-15 years of public sector human capital investment.
The absence of structured succession mechanism means institutional memory disappear with
departing officers creating voids that delay budget implement action and digitalization under
FCSSIP25. The study conclude that, the civil service is experiencing a hollowing out of its core
expertise. Policy responses must move beyond ad-hoc circulars to structural reforms; scares
skills allowances, specialist career paths and inflation — indexed compensation without these

Japa will continue to erode the government’s ability to deliver services and implement policy.

Key word: Brain drain, civil service reform; institutional memory; Nigeria; public

administration.
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1. Introduction

The Japa phenomenon, the mass emigration of skilled professional in search of better economic
opportunities, security and working condition has severely depleted human capital in Nigeria’s
Federal Civil Service. This mass Exodus has led to critical capacity gaps, institutional
knowledge loss and diminished administrative efficiency across essential government
ministries. The Japa quest often derived from the western part of Nigeria, the Yoruba, it means
to run away or flee, it impacts the Nigeria Civil Service on several ways. The Japa phenomenon
is not merely a migration trend; it is a multifaceted socio economic and psychological reaction
to government deficiencies, instability and constrained opportunities for advancement. It
signifies, as Falola (2023) posited in African studies review, a “tacit referendum on the state’s
failure to ensure hope and dignity for its citizens”. The flight has depleted the nation of essential
expertise and diminished morale and public confidence in national institutions. Communities
have become divide due to families being distributed across continents and a loss in civil
participation. The ramification into social and cultural frameworks that uphold national
cohesion. In recent years the notion “Nigeria is leaving” has emerged as a prevalent sentiment
among young Nigerians seeking an escape from socio-economic problems. The term Japa
originating from the Yoruba phrase meaning to flee, has transcended its informal usage to
become a national metaphor for escape root, aspiration and disillusionment what commenced
as solidary migrations in pursuit of improved prospect has evolved into a unified social
movement indicative of a profound crisis of trust in the Nigerian state from the period of 2019-
2025, countless Nigerian professional, such as a physicians, nurses, scholars, engineer’s and
business people, relocated to the United Kingdom, Canada the United States and other
advanced countries for green pasture (Olorunfemi,2024. Adewale, 2024). The continuous

emigration of human capital has prompted significant sustainability and institutional resilience.

Migration is not intrinsically harmful, it can produce remittances, facilitate technology transfer,
and foster international ties. It should be noted that, its long-term development consequences
are contingent upon the extent and nature of human capital depletion. Docquier and Rapoport
(2012) opined that, when highly trained professionals, depart in large numbers the country of
origin faces a “capacity shock” resulting in the loss of not only workers but also innovators,
educators, and policy thinkers crucial for national transformation. In Nigeria this issue is
alarming because, to the diminishing productivity in critical sectors like health, education and

research, where the exodus of competent labour has resulted in institutional deficiencies
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Adewale, 2024; Akinyemi & Bassey, 2023). In Nigeria despite it substantial population and
ample human resources, is experiencing and escalating crisis of human capital depletion due
to the mass flight of trained professionals, commonly referred to as the Japa phenomenon from
the period of 2019 to 2025 several Nigerians Health Workers, engineers, academics, and
entrepreneurs have migrated to more developed countries in quest of socio economic prospects.
The continuous exodus of experts raised apprehensions regarding Nigeria’s long-term potential
for innovation, institutional efficacy and national advancement. Well, migration can produce
remittances and transnational connections, the extent and nature of Nigeria’s present brain
drain indicate a net developmental detriment especially in vital sectors for national
advancement such as healthcare, education and technology. All these happen because, the
country’s inability to utilized and offer the means for its citizens to express their talents has
irritated these mobility concerns and migration and brain drain have exacerbated the country
Nigeria’s problem with anti-development. Study overseas has become a source of pride, even
in neighbors like Benin, Republic, South Africa, Ghana, whereas our universities and colleges
have been deserted as a result of corrupt system policies. It has been observed that, a sizable
number of Nigerian doctors and nurses practices their craft in the medical field, whereas our
political leaders when they are sick or need medical attentions seek medical care in the UK
because they can’t improve the healthcare system in Nigeria. The Japa phenomenon its impact
on Nigeria Federal Civil Service represents an institutional crisis. The loss of critical
administrative, technical and regulatory personnel is creating severe capacity gaps, threatening
the implementation of public policy and forcing a complete rethinking of how the federal

government recruits, compensates, and retains its workforce.
1.1 Literature Review

Brain Drain, formally known as human capital flight, refers to the large-scale emigration of
highly skilled, educated and talented individuals from their home countries to destinations
offering better opportunities. It is a loss of talent. According to the Cambridge Dictionary
(2016), Brain Drain is the situation in which a significant number of educated and highly skilled
people leave their home country to live and work in another country where pay and conditions
are better. Nadja (2008), sees Brain Drain as the preponderance of the migration of highly
skilled and educated persons from poor, developing and less industrialized countries to richer,
more developed ones. A country’s loss of highly educated and skilled employees in particular

professions to other countries is often referred to as brain drain. Brian drain is largely seen as
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problematic because, competent persons leaves their country and exercise their expertise to
boost the economy of other nations. Docquier et al. (2021), explain brain drain as the selective
migration of highly skilled individuals from impoverished to affluent nations. Motivated by
disparities in compensation, superior working conditions and prospects for career progression.
According to Adewale (2024), Japa quest is a socio-political migration crisis stemming from
the contradictions inherent in a rentier and extractive state. The Japa issue is attributed to
government failure, insecurity and youth unemployment, rather than being random. He further
stated that, the Japa phenomenon is strictly channel to failure of government institution.

Additionally, Todaro and Smith (2020) sees Brain Drain as a consequence of rational choice
within an inequitable global system. They argue that, individual move not solely for economic
benefits, but as a reaction to the inadequacy of native institutions in delivering security,
meritocratic opportunities and sufficient living conditions. According to them, brain drain
represents a conflict between individual ambitions and national circumstances. They conclude
that, the emigration of educated professional can result in significant social ramification,
including diminished governance capacity, decreased innovation potential and deteriorating

moral among those who are left behind.

These issues is clear in Nigeria with significant prove of highly numbers of emigration of
doctors, engineers and academics whose departure compromises services provision and

diminishes the nation’s competitiveness in the global knowledge economy.
1.2 Brain Drain and Capacity Gaps

The intersection of brain drain (the large-scale emigration of highly skilled professionals) and
capacity gaps forms one of the most critical structural challenges facing developing economic
and public-sector institutions today. When highly educated professionals such as doctors,
engineers, university lecturers and administrative experts leave their home nations for better
opportunities abroad they don’t just take their skills with them; they disrupt the entire
institutional framework required to train the next generation and manage public systems
effectively and efficiently. The following are analysis of how brain drain creates structural

capacity gaps, the resulting institutional toll and paradigm shift toward addressing it.
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1. The Anatomy of a Capacity Gap: Capacity in public administration and corporate
governance rests on three pillars: Institutional memory, operational expertise, and
mentorship structures. It directly undermines all these three.

a. Erosion of institutional memory: When senior administrators and seasoned researcher
leave, organizations lose decades of unwritten experiential knowledge. This leads to
policy inconsistency and a constant cycle of reinventing the wheel.”’

b. The Middle Management Void: Emigration is frequently concentrated among mid-
career professionals, those who possess the technical competence to execute complex
project such as implementing digital governance or managing electronic administrative
systems but are young enough to relocate easily. This leaves a severe gap between top
tier executive leadership and entry level staff.

c. The Breakdown of Mentorship Pipelines: In higher education and specialized public
fields, the departure of senior scholars means fewer mentors are available to guide
junior personnel, design cutting edge curricula or supervise advanced research.
Consequently, the quality of training for further manpower declines.

2. Sectoral Impact: Where the Gaps Hurt most.

(Brain Drain/Emigration)

CAPACITY GAPS CREATED IN THE HOME COUNTRY

(Healthcare) (Education) (Governmental Tech)

Staff strategies, higher workload, show digital adaption poor care delivery. Lost mentors.

Policy execution failure.

a. Public administration and policy execution: The modern state increasingly relies on
technical competence to deliver services, whether optimizing civil services work flows
or deploying user centric digital platforms. When it exports and administrative scholars
leave, public agencies face double blow: they struggle to implement data driven
governance and find themselves forced to rely on expensive, short term foreign
consultants, which fails to build long term internal capacity.

b. Higher education and research: Universities bear the immediate fiscal cost of brain

drain. Millions are sent subsidizing advanced degrees and specialized fellowships, only
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that human capital to be utilized by foreign economies. This lead to under staffed

department, frequent disruptions to academic calendars, and a lower capacity to

produce peer — reviewed research that addresses localized developmental challenges.

c. Health care and essential services: the most visible capacity gaps occur in vital sectors.
According to the world health organization, the emigration of trained medical personnel
to regions with aging populations (like Europe and north America) leaves domestic
climics scarcely under staffed. This raises the workload for remaining personnel,
contributing the departure cycle.

3. Shifting the paradigm: from “Brain Drain” to Brain circulation.

Traditional policy responses focused strictly on containment, attempting to restrict
migration or penalize professionals who leave. Modern developmental framework, however,
recognize that, migration is a structural reality driven by wage differentials and infrastructure
gaps. To bridge internal capacity gaps, forward thinking policy now emphasizes brain
circulation and diaspora engagement.

a. The capacity bottom line: ultimately, a country vulnerability to brain drain depends on
the elasticity of its educational and training infrastructural. As development economists
note, if an economy possesses the capacity to rapidly train and scale up its supply of
stalled graduates, foreign demand can actually incentivize domestic human capital
investment. The crisis arises when the rate of departure outpaces the systematic capacity

to replace and inventor new talent.

1.3 Effect of Brain Drain in Nigeria’s Federal Civic Service

Brain drain severely undermines Nigeria’s federal civil service, resulting in a depleted
talent pool diminished institutional capacity, and critically compromised public service
delivery. The recurrent exodus of skilled professionals is driven by poor remuneration,
challenging working environments, and economics instability, triggering several
interconnected consequences:

1. Capacity and expertise loss: the departure of highly experienced administrators and
technical experts strips the civil service of institutional knowledge. This creates
leadership gaps and increases reliance on external consultants. According to Akinyemi
and Bassey (2023) review that, the loss of seasoned investigators disrupts knowledge

continuity, impeding local innovation.
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2. Decreased labor productivity: The loss of manpower directly reduces the overall quality
and speed of government service delivery to the public. Remaining personnel are
frequently overworked, which lowers moral and exacerbates job dissatisfaction. It was
reported that, the large departure of health care and academic professionals has resulted
in staffing shortages that excessively strain remaining staff, causing burnout and a
deterioration in service quality Umar, 2025, Ajoseh e tal, 2024).

3. Erosion of policy implementation: With fewer qualified professionals, the
government’s ability to efficiently implement, monitor, and evaluate national policies
and development programs is significantly impaired. This is because, decreasing
institutional trust diminishes civic engagement and propels increased migration PMC,
2023, NMA, 2023).

4. Systemic health and education impacts: While the civil service extends across all
sectors, the heaviest blows are seen in critical areas like health care and education. In
federal medical institutions, severe shortages of specialized staff and doctors have led
to longer wait timeliness of drug administration and a drop in overall patient safety.
According to Olurufemi (2024), communities with a high number of migrants have
diminished civic engagement and decreased socioeconomic advancement.

5. Succession Crisis: With the middle layer gone, there’s no pipeline to replace retiring
directors and permanent secretaries in the next 3-5 years. OHCSF flagged this in
FCSSIP25 monitoring reports as a critical risk to community.

1.4 Brain Drain and Capacity Gaps Nigeria’s Federal Civil Service, 2019-2025

Between the period of 2019 and 2025, Nigeria’s federal civil service faced a debilitating brain
drain, driven by inflation, currency devaluation, and poor remuneration. This resulted in severe
capacity gaps and distortion in organizational structure across critical ministries, department
and agencies (MDAS), leaving care administrative and technical roles severely understaffed.
Despites the growing body of study on Nigeria’s. Japa phenomena, substantial gaps remain in
correlating brain drain with innovation and social cohesion. According to Akinyemi and Bassey
(2023), skilled migration diminishes R&D output but do not consider its sociological

implication for community resilience.

According to Nadja (2008),” Brain Drain is the preponderance of the migration of highly
skilled and educated person from poor, developing, and less industrialize communities to
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richer, more developed ones. In situation were a country loses highly skilled and educated
employees in particular profession to other persons is often referred to as brain drain. Brain
drain is largely described as a problem for which ever reason that competent and trained person
leave their country of origin and exercise expertise to boost economic of other nation. This will
affect their country because, most of those who remain don’t have the ability to contribute to
the development and progress of their country and as such, it become an issue. Brain drain is
mostly associated with the failed system and governance of some of these African’s countries.
This is why Omonijo, Nnedum and Ezeokana (2011) argued that, the elite of this country
(African countries) have failed in governance. As such, they sick and control powers basically
for selfish interest in a way that is detrimental to the interest of the general public, as resources
meant to take care of the people are embezzled by the elite (Bakoji 2006). According to
Omonijo (2011) further observed that, their activities leaves their countries impoverished,
culminating in economic collapse, low level of industrialization, mass unemployment, and high
rate of armed robbery among others. These factors mentioned facilitate brain drain in
developing economies. It is obvious that, the hope of political freedom and economic prosperity
of post - colonial Africa was dashed. Except for the euphoric early years of independence,
Africans have been constantly reminded of their desperate socio — economic conditions and
their leaders inability to come up with workable recipe to solve or at least mitigate their plight
(Malaquias 2009).

These scenarios have been a, challenge of African into developed and industrialized economy
of North America and Western Europe which is inimical to their home countries. This massive
exodus is referred to as brain drain. This subject of brain drain has gained wide currency in
political economic literature in recent times (Muyibi, 2005). The mass departure of highly
skilled manpower from developing countries to industrialized western world has implications
on human capacity building in developing countries most especially Nigeria. No country can
experience sustainable development without given priority to human capacity building and
utilize their human capacity to keep in line with their development aspirations. They also

provide adequate environment for them to put into use their skills.

It is therefore not a surprise that Obasanjo (2000) in a speech given to Nigerians at diaspora
said, many of our best men and women, for lack of opportunity and challenge at home have

had to work outside our shores. We should challenge them to return by putting in place the
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enabling environment and the tools, with which they will be able to give this country the full
benefit of their education training experience. Are recognize that, just as there are good and
bright Nigerians abroad, there have remained many at home who have preserved. | salute them
and assure them that their sacrifice, perseverance and tenacity will be recognized and rewarded
by a grateful Nation (as cited in Ibietan and Joshua, 2013, P62). The leaders of Nigeria will be
responsible for not providing an enabling environment to Nigerian’s to utilize their skills,
causing them to seek greener pasture in developed economics. With this, Anya (2010) noted
that, Nigeria’s predicament can be squarely placed on poor human capital development and
poor utilization policies which have not encouraged balanced and progressive educational
development nor for the creation of an enabling environment for the full and useful engagement
of product of the education system (P.17). According to UN: DP 1991, as cited in, Chimboza,
2012) capacity building includes the creation of enabling environment and. the provision of

human capacity for development.
1.5 Possible Solution To Japa: Brain Drain Phenomenon In Nigeria

1. Improve Domestic Retention and living conditions: To keep skilled professionals in the
country, the government and private sector must create an enabling environment.

2. Enhance Compensation & Benefits: Review salary structures across publics and private
institutions so that earning reflect worker’s value and provide financial security.

3. Upgrade Infrastructure & Workplaces: Provide reliable power, modern tools, and well-
equipped workspaces so local professional can work productively without feeling the urge
to leave.

4. Strengthen Security: Tackle insecurity and corruption to rebuild citizen’s faith in
governance and assure them of the safety of their lives and property.

5. Transform Brain Drain to Brain Gain: Instead of restricting diaspora network to benefit the
local economy.

6. Diaspora Engagement: Facilitate short term expert returns, sabbaticals, and mentorship
programs for Nigeria professionals living abroad. Organizations such as Association of
Nigeria Physicians in the America (ANPA) and Medical Association of Nigerians Across
Great Britain (MANSAG). Provide excellent blueprints for these initiatives.

7. Remote Collaboration & Telemedicine: Integrate diaspora expertise into Nigerian

institutions remotely to provide training, consolations and research collaborations.
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8. Reform Education and Expand Digital Opportunities: Aligning local education with global
market trends helps retain young talent.

9. Curriculum Overhaul: Modernize education by emphasizing STEM critical thinking,
practical skills, and entrepreneurship to boost local employability.

10. Encourage Remote Work: Improve information and communication Technology (ICT)
infrastructure to enable Nigeria’s to successfully tap into global gig economy. Initiatives

like the Nigeria BRIDGE Initiative actively facilitate global career collaboration
1.6 Methodology

This research adopts qualitative design focus on the Japa effect: Brain Drain and Capacity Gaps
in the Nigeria’s federal Civil service. The study used secondary sources of data such as
textbooks, journal articles and academic thesis related to subject matter. It aimed to focus on

what tasks are no longer done, how is service delivery affected and what knowledge was lost.

1.7 Theoretical Framework

The study adopts a multi- theoretical framework. This is because, no single theory adequately
explains both the drivers and consequences of brain drain in public bureaucracies. Push-pull
theory of migration is a classic migration theory that says people move because of push factors
that drive them out of their home country/ job. This could be low pay, inflation, promotion
stagnation, poor office infrastructure, insecurity, political interference, lack of merit-based
rewards. Scholars are Ernest Georg Raven stein (1885), Everett S. Lee (1966), Douglas Massey
(1993).

Human Capital theory: It treats education, training, and experience as capital “that” individuals
and organization invest in. That capital produces value over time. The theory believes that, the
federal government investment in civil servants and the cost of losing them. Scholars are Gary
S. Becker (1904) Theodore W. Schultz (1961), Jacob Mincer (1974).

Institutional Theory: Emphasize that, organizations run on formal rules and informal routines,
norms and institutional memory’’, when key staff leave, those unwritten ways of doing things

disappear, and the institutional weakens.

Scholar are Douglass C. North (1990), Paul J. DiMaggio & Walter W. Powell (1983), W.

Richard Scott (1995).
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In order words push-pull theory accounts for emigration motives.

Human capital theory quantifies the loss of the expertise, while institutional theory explains
the erosion of organizational capacity. Their integration provides a comprehensive lens for

analyzing the Japa phenomenon in Nigeria’s federal Civil Service.

1.8 Conclusion

The study concludes that, the “Japa” phenomenon has moved beyond individual emigration to
become a systemic threat to the state capacity. The federal civil service is experiencing a
hollowing out of its middle cadre, with GL 12-14 officers existing at unprecedented rates since
2019. Drawing on push-pull theory, this exodus is driven by intensified push factors- naira
devaluation, promotion stagnation, and insecurity and new pull factors from UK and Canadian
immigration policy. Human capital theory reveals that, the state is losing 10-15 years of
accumulated expertise per exit, investments that cannot be quickly replaced through
recruitment. Institutional theory explains why these matters: the loss of institutional memory
is creating voids in critical MDAS, stalling FCSSTP25 reforms and degrading service delivery.
Without urgent intervention, the civil service risks becoming a training ground for foreign labor

markets rather than an engine of national development.

1.9 Recommendations

1. Establish “Japa” Early warning system: use IPPIS + exit interview data to flag M D A
S with 10% annual attrition of GL 12-14. Trigger OHCSF intervention.

2. Institutionalize knowledge Transfer: Make 6-month handover and SOP documentation
mandatory for GL 12 + exiting. Link gratuity to completion.

3. Create specialist career path: Allow doctors, engineers, it staff to reach GL 17 without
administrative rotes. Stops pull to foreign jobs.

4. Revamp APER for Retention: Tie 40% of promotion score to measurable outputs. Fast-
track top 10% performers yearly.

5. Emergency Scarce Skills Allowance: Make 100% salary top-up for. Health, ICT,

Finance, Engineering GL 12-14, Review every 2 years.
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6. Decentralized Recruitment waiver: let MDAS recruit directly to replace GL 12-14 exits
within 90 days. FCSC does post-audit only.

7. Inflation- indexed pay structure: Amend law: Annual COLA adjustment tied to NBS
CPI End ad-hoc wage awards.

8. Stay interview program: HR directors interview all GL 12-14 quarterly. ASK: would
make you leave?

9. Digital institutional Memory Bank: Build MDA Wiki with how we process X videos.
Make updating part of staff APER.

10. Diaspora Consultancy Pool: Retain exited staff as paid consultants on key projects.3-
month contracts, remote.

11. Civil Service Talent Retention Fund: Create #50bn fund in service wide vote for
allowances, training bonds, and return grant.

12. Civil Service Reform Act: New law to replace 1954 orders. Enshrine Merit pay,
Specialist cadre, sabbatical right

13. Diaspora Return incentive Scheme: Tax holiday, land and seed capital for civil servants
returning after 5 years abroad.

14. Implementing these measures will shift the civil service from a source of emigration to
a destination for talent, ensuring that japa strengthens rather than depletes state

capacity.
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