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Nigeria’s Web of Crisis 
An updated1 brief from NISER's Reflection Session | JANUARY 2026 

Introduction  

This analysis applies a Systems Thinking lens to Nigeria’s Web of Crisis, a policy brief produced by the 

Nigerian Institute of Social and Economic Research (NISER) following its December 2025 reflection 

session. The original document presents a qualitative systems map highlighting the interconnections 

among insecurity, unemployment, corruption, and the high cost of living. To advance the analysis, the 

NISER document was provided to ChatGPT, which was explicitly tasked with translating the narrative 

description and crisis “web” into a causal loop diagram (CLD).  

The objective of this exercise is not to introduce new empirical claims, but to formalize the causal 

structure implicit in the NISER analysis. By converting the NISER Web of Crisis into a CLD, the 

analysis provides a clearer basis for diagnosing leverage points, understanding why isolated reforms 

underperform, and framing integrated policy responses capable of disrupting the dominant reinforcing 

dynamics identified in the original brief.  

 

The Causal Loop Diagram  

Figure 1 presents a causal loop diagram (CLD) generated from the NISER Web of Crisis document to 

make explicit the feedback structures implicit in the original analysis. The CLD depicts Nigeria’s major 

challenges—insecurity, unemployment, corruption, and the high cost of living—not as independent 

problems, but as elements of a tightly coupled system dominated by reinforcing feedback loops. These 

loops illustrate how economic distress, institutional weakness, and insecurity mutually amplify one 

another over time.  

The diagram also highlights a small number of balancing feedback mechanisms associated with security 

reform, anti-corruption enforcement, employment and skills development, and cost-of living 

mitigation. In the current system, these balancing loops are weak relative to the reinforcing dynamics, 

which helps explain the persistence of the crisis despite repeated policy interventions. By visualizing 

these relationships, the CLD provides a concise systems-level rationale for why fragmented, single-

sector responses tend to underperform and why coordinated, multi-leverage interventions are 

required to shift system behaviour.  

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 This updated brief is with contributions from Ivan Taylor. Dr Taylor is a senior researcher in system 
dynamics; he is with Policy Dynamics Inc, Ontario, Canada. 
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Figure 1: A System Dynamics View of Nigeria’s Web of Crisis 
(click to view the a high resolution image) 

  
Core State Variables  

• Insecurity  

• Corruption  

• Unemployment  

• Cost of Living  

• Institutional Capacity  

• Economic Investment  

• Public Trust / Social Cohesion  

•  

Reinforcing Feedback Loops  

R1: Insecurity–Investment–Unemployment Trap  

Intent: This loop explains how insecurity and economic decline reinforce one another through 

labour-market effects.   

Loop description: Rising insecurity disrupts business operations, logistics, and market access, which 

reduces domestic and foreign economic investment. Lower investment suppresses job creation, 

leading to higher unemployment, particularly among youth. Elevated unemployment increases 

grievances which predisposes to criminal. This further worsens insecurity. The loop closes as 

heightened insecurity feeds back into continued business disruption and depressed economic 

investments. 

https://niser.gov.ng/v2/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/NISER-Nigeria-Web-of-Crisis-_-Systems-Diagram-scaled.jpg
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Implication: Unless insecurity and unemployment are addressed simultaneously, economic recovery 

efforts will stall, as job-creation policies alone are undermined by security-driven investment collapse.  

R2: Corruption–Institutional Erosion Loop  

Intent: This loop captures how corruption systematically weakens the state’s ability to govern and 

self-correct.  

Loop description: High levels of corruption erode institutional capacity by distorting incentives, 

undermining professionalism, and diverting public resources. Weakened institutions deliver poorer 

governance and public services, increasing public grievances. In response, households and firms 

increasingly rely on informal survival strategies, which may include offering incentives for service 

delivery. These behaviours further entrench corruption, completing a self-reinforcing cycle of 

institutional erosion.  

Implication: Anti-corruption efforts must be complemented with building institutional capacity for 

service delivery, otherwise the impacts of such efforts will have limited impact. 

R3: Cost of Living–Poverty–Insecurity Loop  

Intent: This loop illustrates how economic stress translates into security risks through the channel 

of poverty dynamics.  

Loop description: An increasing cost of living raises household financial stress and pushes more 

people into poverty. As poverty deepens, participation in illicit economic activities becomes more 

likely, including theft, smuggling, and armed group recruitment. These activities contribute to greater 

insecurity, disrupting supply chains and increasing transaction costs. The resulting supply disruptions 

further increase the cost of living, reinforcing the original pressure.  

Implication: Inflation control and security policies are inseparable; failure to stabilize basic living 

costs will continue to generate security risks that negate economic stabilization efforts.  

R4: Unemployment–Human Capital Degradation Loop  

Intent: This loop explains the long-term structural damage caused by persistent unemployment.  

Loop description: Prolonged unemployment leads to skill atrophy, as workers are denied 

opportunities to develop and maintain productive capabilities. Declining workforce productivity 

reduces quality of human capital and economic competitiveness, discouraging investment. Lower 

investment further constrains job creation, increasing unemployment and deepening the degradation 

of human capital over time.  

Implication: Prolonged unemployment has path-dependent effects; delayed employment 

interventions increase future recovery costs by permanently weakening labour productivity.  

R5: Electoral Corruption Amplification Loop  

Intent: This loop describes how election cycles intensify corruption rather than correct it.  

Loop description: Election periods heighten political competition intensity, increasing reliance on 

vote-buying and patronage. These practices raise corruption levels, weaken judicial independence, 

and reduce the likelihood of accountability. Judicial weakness fosters electoral impunity, intensifying 

zero-sum political competition and reliance on corrupt tactics in subsequent elections.  
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Implication: Without electoral and judicial reform, elections act as destabilizing shocks that amplify 

corruption and institutional decay rather than providing democratic correction.  

Balancing (Stabilizing) Feedback Loops  

B1: Deterrence and Suppression of Insecurity  

Intent: This loop represents the intended stabilizing role of effective security institutions.  

Loop description: As insecurity rises, political and operational pressure increases for security 

action, improving security effectiveness. Greater effectiveness raises arrest and interdiction rates, 

setting precedence in consistent sanctions for crime and insurgency. Higher perceived risk of arrests 

reduces criminal and insurgent activity, lowering overall insecurity and easing pressure on the security 

system.  

Implication: This loop can stabilize the system, but only if security institutions are professional, 

trusted, and insulated from corruption.  

B2: Inflation Response and Cost-of-Living Stabilization  

Intent: This loop captures the state’s capacity to dampen inflation’s social impacts.  

Loop description: Rising living costs generate social and political pressure to intervene. This 

pressure triggers targeted mitigation measures such as safety nets, logistics improvements, and 

market interventions. These measures reduce households’ effective exposure to price increases, 

moderating the perceived cost of living and easing political pressure.  

Implication: Mitigation policies can stabilize social conditions in the short term, but weak 

implementation or fiscal constraints limit their balancing strength.  

B3: Anti-Corruption Enforcement and Compliance  

Intent: This loop describes the deterrence mechanism underlying anti-corruption policy.  

Loop description: Higher levels of corruption generate public pressure for reform, increasing anti-

corruption enforcement intensity. Stronger enforcement raises the probability of detection and 

conviction, increasing the expected cost of corrupt behaviour. As corruption becomes riskier, its 

prevalence declines, reducing the original pressure.  

Implication: This loop only functions if enforcement agencies and courts are independent; 

otherwise, expected costs remain low, and the loop collapses.  

B4: Skills-to-Jobs Adjustment Loop  

Intent: This loop represents the labour-market correction mechanism envisioned in education and 

employment policy.  

Loop description: Rising unemployment increases pressure for job creation and skills programs, 

prompting investment in TVET and market-relevant education. Improved skills raise employability 

and hiring rates, reducing unemployment and easing pressure for further intervention.  

Implication: Long delays and funding leakages weaken this loop; without sustained investment and 

employer alignment, it cannot counter dominant reinforcing dynamics.  
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CAVEAT: BALANCING (STABILIZING) FEEDBACK LOOPS WORK AS DESCRIBED BASED ON THE 

ASSUMPTION THAT POLITICAL WILL EXISTS AMONG POLICY AND DECISION MAKERS TO TAKE AND 

TO SUSTAIN THE NEEDED ACTIONS. 

 

High-Leverage Points in the Nigerian Web of Crisis CLD  

1. Institutional Capacity (Deep Structural Leverage)  

Why it matters: Institutional capacity sits at the center of R2 (Corruption–Institutional 

Erosion) and indirectly weakens R1, R3, and R5. It conditions whether balancing loops (B1, B3, 

B4) function at all.  

Leverage mechanism:  

• Improves governance quality and service delivery  

• Raises credibility of enforcement and deterrence  

• Reduces reliance on informal survival strategies  

Why it’s high leverage: Strengthening institutions simultaneously weakens corruption, improves 

security effectiveness, and increases returns to economic investment. Few variables touch as many 

loops.  

2. Expected Cost of Corruption (Rule of Law & Judicial Independence)  

Loops affected: R2, R5, B3  

Why it matters: Corruption persists not because of low moral awareness, but because the 

expected cost is low. This variable directly closes B3 (Anti-Corruption Enforcement).  

Leverage mechanism:  

• Detection probability  

• Speed and certainty of adjudication  

• Independence of courts  

Why it’s high leverage: Small increases in expected cost can produce non-linear reductions in 

corruption, weakening multiple reinforcing loops that depend on institutional erosion.  

3. Security Effectiveness (Not Security Spending)  

Loops affected: R1, R3, B1  

Why it matters: Security effectiveness—not budgets or troop numbers—determines whether B1 

(Deterrence Loop) can overpower insecurity-driven reinforcing cycles.  

Leverage mechanism:  

• Decentralized, intelligence-led policing  

• Justice system follow-through  

• Civilian trust and cooperation  
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Why it’s high leverage: Effective security reduces insecurity, restores investment confidence, 

stabilizes supply chains, and lowers cost-of-living pressures simultaneously.  

4. Economic Investment Climate (Investor Confidence)  

Loops affected: R1, R4  

Why it matters: Investment is the hinge variable between security, employment, and long-term 

productivity.  

Leverage mechanism:  

• Regulatory predictability  

• Reduced corruption exposure  

• Infrastructure reliability  

Why it’s high leverage: Restoring investment breaks the Insecurity–Unemployment trap 

(R1) and arrests long-term human capital degradation (R4).  

5. Employability (Skills Matched to Demand)  

Loops affected: R4, B4  

Why it matters: Education alone is low leverage; employability—skills aligned with market 

demand—is the operative variable.  

Leverage mechanism:  

• TVET aligned with the private sector  

• University–industry linkages  

• Apprenticeships and placement pipelines  

Why it’s high leverage: Improving employability shortens delays in B4, preventing unemployment 

from becoming structurally entrenched.  

6. Household Exposure to Price Shocks (Not Headline Inflation)  

Loops affected: R3, B2  

Why it matters: Political and social instability respond more strongly to experienced hardship 

than to macroeconomic indicators.  

Leverage mechanism:  

• Targeted safety nets  

• Food and transport logistics  

• Protection of farming zones  

Why it’s high leverage: Reducing exposure weakens the Cost of Living–Poverty–Insecurity 

loop (R3) even when inflation remains elevated.  

7. Electoral Accountability (Rules of the Political Game)  
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Loops affected: R5  

Why it matters: Elections currently act as reinforcing shocks, amplifying corruption and 

insecurity rather than correcting them.  

Leverage mechanism:  

• Campaign finance enforcement  

• Judicial independence during elections  

• Credible sanctions for malpractice  

Why it’s high leverage: Altering electoral incentives converts elections from a destabilizer into a 

potential system-correcting mechanism.  

Summary Table (Executive View)  

Leverage Point  Depth  Loops Impacted  

Institutional Capacity  Very High  R1, R2, R3, R5, B1, B3, B4 

Expected Cost of Corruption  High  R2, R5, B3  

Security Effectiveness  High  R1, R3, B1  

Investment Climate  Medium–High  R1, R4  

Employability  Medium  R4, B4  

Household Price Exposure  Medium  R3, B2  

Electoral Accountability  Medium  R5  

 

CAVEAT: THE DEPTH OF LEVERAGE POINTS REPRESENT A POTENTIAL. THIS POTENTIAL WILL BE 

REALISED ONLY IF POLICY AND DECISION MAKERS TAKE THE ACTIONS NEEDED TO ‘WORK’ THE 

LEVERAGE MECAHNISMS. 

  

Bottom Line  

The CLD shows that Nigeria’s crisis is not policy-constrained but structure-constrained. 

The highest leverage lies in changing incentives, institutional performance, and enforcement 

credibility, not in increasing spending or launching standalone programs. Strengthening even one of 

these leverage points helps—but shifting system behaviour requires coordinated action on 

several at once, exactly as the NISER brief argues.  

Summary  

This paper set out to formalize the systems logic implicit in the Nigerian Institute of Social and 

Economic Research (NISER) Web of Crisis brief by translating its qualitative narrative into a causal 
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loop diagram (CLD). While the original document clearly identified insecurity, unemployment, 

corruption, and the high cost of living as mutually reinforcing challenges.  

Using ChatGPT as an analytical aid, the narrative descriptions and interconnections in the NISER brief 

were converted into a structured CLD with clearly defined variables, causal directions, polarities, and 

feedback loops.  

The resulting CLD reveals a system dominated by reinforcing feedback loops that link economic 

distress, institutional weakness, and insecurity into a self-perpetuating cycle. Five major reinforcing 

loops explain why Nigeria’s crises intensify over time and why isolated interventions routinely 

underperform. A smaller set of balancing loops—associated with security reform, anticorruption 

enforcement, employment and skills development, and cost-of-living mitigation— represents the 

intended stabilizing mechanisms of public policy. However, these balancing loops are structurally 

weak, delayed, or undermined by low institutional capacity and weak enforcement.  

By identifying leverage points within the CLD, the analysis demonstrates that Nigeria’s challenges are 

not primarily the result of policy absence, but of systemic structure. Variables such as institutional 

capacity, expected corruption costs, security effectiveness, employability, household exposure to 

price shocks, and electoral accountability emerge as high-impact intervention points capable of 

influencing multiple feedback loops simultaneously.  

 

Conclusion  

The causal loop diagram developed in this paper reinforces a central message of the NISER Web of 

Crisis: Nigeria faces a single, interconnected system of constraints rather than a collection of 

independent problems. The persistence of insecurity, unemployment, corruption, and rising living 

costs is explained not only by policy neglect but also by the dominance of reinforcing feedback loops 

that overwhelm weak and fragmented stabilizing mechanisms. As long as these reinforcing structures 

remain intact, incremental or sector-specific reforms will continue to be absorbed by the system with 

limited lasting impact.  

From a systems perspective, effective intervention requires coordinated action that strengthens 

multiple balancing loops simultaneously, particularly those tied to institutional capacity, the rule of 

law, and credible enforcement. Elections, which currently function as exogenous shocks that amplify 

corruption and insecurity, could instead become corrective mechanisms if underlying incentive 

structures are reformed. The CLD provides a transparent analytical framework for understanding 

why this transformation has proven difficult and where strategic effort should be concentrated.  

Ultimately, this work demonstrates the value of causal loop diagrams as a bridge between qualitative 

policy analysis and more rigorous systems thinking. By making feedback structures explicit, the CLD 

offers policymakers, analysts, and researchers a clearer basis for prioritizing reforms, sequencing 

interventions, and designing integrated strategies that can shift Nigeria’s system away from a vicious 

cycle and toward a more resilient, self-correcting development trajectory.  

 

Declaration of generative AI and AI-assisted technologies in the writing process 

Statement: The original document authored by NISER was provided to ChatGPT. This AI tool was used to 

(i) identify key state variables, (ii) specify causal directions and polarities, and (iii) distinguish reinforcing and 

balancing feedback mechanisms consistent with Systems Thinking practice. The resulting CLD makes explicit 

the feedback loops that bind Nigeria’s major crises into a single, self-reinforcing system, while also clarifying 

where proposed policy interventions act as weak or potentially strengthening balancing loops.  

 


