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Abstract 
This paper examines how public sector reforms have reshaped university 

administration in Nigeria, with a comparative focus on federal and state 

universities. Nigerian universities have undergone successive waves of 

public sector reforms aimed at improving governance, efficiency, and 

service delivery. Despite these efforts, persistent administrative 

inefficiencies and governance deficits continue to undermine institutional 

performance across both federal and state institutions. This reform-

performance paradox raises critical questions about the effectiveness, depth, 

and sustainability of policy interventions within the higher education sector. 

Adopting a comparative qualitative case study design, complemented by key 

informant interviews, the research interrogates the extent to which reform 

initiatives, particularly those influenced by managerialist and performance-

oriented paradigms, have translated into substantive administrative 

transformation. The findings reveal uneven reform outcomes across 

institutional types. While some improvements in administrative procedures 

and accountability mechanisms are evident, significant institutional capacity 

gaps persist. Moreover, political interference, especially in state universities, 

continues to distort governance processes, while the adoption of managerial 

innovations remains fragmented and, in some cases, largely symbolic. This 

underscores the limitations of transplanting global reform models without 

sufficient adaptation to local institutional conditions. The study concludes 

that these dynamics highlight the complex interplay between formal reform 

frameworks and entrenched institutional and political realities. It proposes 

policy reforms for strengthening institutional autonomy, reinforcing 

accountability mechanisms, and deepening performance management 

systems to achieve meaningful administrative transformation in Nigerian 

public Universities. 

 

Keywords: Public Sector Reforms, University governance; Administrative 

Innovation, Institutional Capacity, Nigeria 

 

Introduction 

 
The Nigerian higher education system occupies a strategic position in the 

country's socio-economic and political development. Universities are 

expected to serve as centres for teaching, research, innovation, and 

community service while simultaneously producing the skilled manpower 

required for national development. 

 

 

 

 

schooling has contributed to the erosion and marginalization of African 

indigenous intellectual formation of children, which was originally rich in 
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 The university system in Nigeria is broadly categorized into 

federal, state, and private universities, with federal and state 

universities constituting the largest segment of publicly funded 

higher education institutions. Federal universities are established 

and financed by the Federal Government through the Federal 

Ministry of Education and the National Universities Commission 

(NUC), while state universities are created and funded by 

individual state governments. Although both categories operate 

under the regulatory oversight of the NUC, significant differences 

exist in terms of funding structures, governance arrangements, 

institutional autonomy, and administrative capacities. These 

differences have generated varying administrative outcomes and 

reform experiences across institutions (Ibrahim, 2022; Awortwi, 

2023). 

The evolution of university administration in Nigeria has been 

closely intertwined with broader public sector reform initiatives. 

Since the return to democratic governance in 1999, successive 

governments have introduced numerous reforms aimed at 

improving efficiency, accountability, transparency, and service 

delivery across public institutions. These reforms have included 

civil service modernization programmes, public financial 

management reforms, anti-corruption initiatives, performance 

management systems, and the adoption of New Public 

Management principles (Gbosien & Okolie, 2023).  

The influence of public sector reforms on university administration 

has become increasingly significant because universities are not 

isolated from wider governance processes. Administrative 

practices within universities often reflect prevailing public sector 

management philosophies and policy priorities. Consequently, 

reforms introduced at the national level frequently shape 

administrative structures, personnel management systems, 

financial management practices, procurement processes, quality 

(Dunleavy et.al, 2023; Nnaji et.al, 2026). 

Despite these reform efforts, the administration of Nigerian 

universities continues to face significant challenges. Public 

universities frequently struggle with bureaucratic delays, 

inadequate funding, weak institutional capacity, political 

interference, and insufficient accountability mechanisms (Sokoh & 

Okolie, 2023). These challenges have raised important questions 

regarding the extent to which public sector reforms have succeeded 

in transforming university administration and whether reform 

outcomes differ across federal and state institutions. Understanding 

this relationship is critical for assessing the effectiveness of reform 

initiatives and identifying pathways for strengthening governance 

within Nigeria's higher education sector. 

One persistent challenge is bureaucratic inefficiency. 

Administrative procedures in many universities remain 

characterized by excessive centralization, lengthy decision-making 

processes, procedural delays, and weak coordination among 

administrative units. Such inefficiencies often undermine 

institutional responsiveness and limit the capacity of universities to 

adapt to changing educational and societal demands. Furthermore, 

accountability mechanisms within many public universities remain 

weak, creating opportunities for mismanagement, corruption, and 

poor resource utilization. The erosion of accountability has 

contributed to declining public confidence in university 

governance and institutional performance. (Gbosien & Okolie, 

2023). 

Funding constraints constitute an additional challenge affecting 

university administration. Both federal and state universities face 

difficulties associated with inadequate government allocations, 

deteriorating infrastructure, insufficient staffing, and limited 

research funding. While federal universities generally receive 

higher levels of financial support, state universities often 

experience more severe funding shortages due to varying fiscal 

capacities among state governments. In a related development, 

another major concern is the politicization of university 

administration. Political influence continues to shape leadership 

appointments, staff recruitment, institutional planning, and 

resource allocation within many public universities. Excessive 

political interference often undermines institutional autonomy and 

weakens merit-based decision-making processes (Ogunode & 

Musa, 2022). 

The persistence of these governance challenges highlights what 

may be described as a reform paradox. Although numerous 

policies, programmes, and initiatives have been introduced to 

improve public sector governance, there is limited evidence of 

corresponding transformation in university administration. Many 

reforms have produced formal changes in policies and structures 

without generating substantial improvements in administrative 

practices and outcomes. Weak implementation, inadequate 

institutional capacity, resistance to change, and contextual factors 

often undermine reform effectiveness. Consequently, there 

remains a significant gap between reform intentions and actual 

administrative performance within Nigerian universities. This gap 

underscores the need for a systematic examination of how public 

sector reforms have influenced university administration and why 

reform outcomes vary across institutions. 

Given these realities, many important policy questions are begging 

for answers. For instance, how have public sector reforms 

influenced administrative structures and processes in Nigerian 

universities? What variations exist in reform implementation and 

outcomes between federal and state universities? What 

institutional, political, financial, and organizational factors explain 

the success or failure of reform initiatives in university 

administration? And to what extent have reforms improved 

governance, accountability, and administrative efficiency in public 

universities? 

Against the foregoing, this paper is designed to examine the 

influence of public sector reforms on university administration in 

Nigeria, with particular attention to differences between federal 

and state universities. It seeks to evaluate the extent to which 

reform initiatives have reshaped administrative structures, 

governance processes, accountability mechanisms, and service 

delivery practices within public universities. More importantly, the 

chapter aims to explore the factors that facilitate or hinder 

successful reform implementation within university administration 

and as well assess the implications of reform initiatives for 

institutional effectiveness, accountability, and governance.  

To achieve these objectives, the paper is organized into five 

sections. The first section captures the foregoing introduction and 

the second covers the literature review, including the explications 

of the theoretical frameworks of analysis for the study. The third 

section discusses the methodology adopted to examine the research 

problem. Section four presents and discusses the findings while the 

fifth section concludes the chapter with proposals for strengthening 

the quality, efficiency, and sustainability of higher education 

administration in Nigeria. 
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 Literature Review 

Public Sector Reforms in Developing Countries 

Public sector reform has emerged as one of the most significant 

governance agendas pursued by governments across the 

developing world over the past four decades (Awortwi, 2023; 

Khan, 2022). The concept refers to deliberate efforts aimed at 

improving the efficiency, effectiveness, accountability, 

transparency, and responsiveness of public institutions. These 

reforms are often introduced to address persistent administrative 

inefficiencies, fiscal constraints, governance deficits, and changing 

societal expectations. In developing countries, public sector 

reforms have become particularly important because public 

institutions play a central role in socioeconomic development, 

service delivery, and state legitimacy. The evolution of public 

sector reform has been shaped by different administrative 

paradigms, including Traditional Public Administration (TPA), 

New Public Management (NPM), Post-New Public Management 

(Post-NPM), and Digital-Era Governance (DEG), each reflecting 

distinct assumptions about how public organizations should be 

managed and governed (Andrews et al., 2023). 

Traditional Public Administration dominated public sector 

governance throughout much of the twentieth century. Rooted in 

the ideas of classical theorists such as Max Weber, TPA 

emphasized hierarchical authority, bureaucratic procedures, 

centralized decision-making, rule compliance, and administrative 

neutrality. The model sought to promote predictability, legality, 

and uniformity in public administration. Many African countries 

inherited bureaucratic structures based on this paradigm during the 

colonial period. While the traditional model provided 

administrative stability and legal-rational authority, it increasingly 

came under criticism for fostering rigidity, excessive bureaucracy, 

inefficiency, and limited responsiveness to citizens' needs. These 

criticisms became particularly pronounced during the economic 

crises of the 1980s and 1990s, when many developing countries 

faced mounting fiscal pressures and demands for improved public 

service delivery (Awortwi, 2023). 

The emergence of New Public Management represented a 

significant shift in public administration philosophy. NPM 

advocated the adoption of private-sector management practices 

within public organizations. Its core principles included 

decentralization, managerial autonomy, performance 

measurement, competition, customer orientation, accountability 

for results, and cost-efficiency. International organizations such as 

World Bank and International Monetary Fund promoted NPM-

oriented reforms as part of broader governance and structural 

adjustment programmes in many developing countries. 

Governments were encouraged to reduce bureaucratic controls, 

strengthen performance management systems, and introduce 

market-oriented mechanisms into public administration (Haque, 

2022). 

Although NPM generated important improvements in some areas 

of public sector performance, scholars increasingly identified its 

limitations. Critics argued that excessive emphasis on efficiency 

often undermined democratic accountability, equity, coordination, 

and public values. In response, Post-NPM approaches emerged to 

restore balance between managerial efficiency and democratic 

governance. Post-NPM reforms emphasize collaboration, policy 

coordination, network governance, citizen participation, 

institutional integration, and whole-of-government approaches. 

Rather than viewing citizens merely as customers, Post-NPM 

recognizes them as active stakeholders in governance processes. 

This paradigm has gained increasing relevance in developing 

countries where complex development challenges require 

coordinated responses from multiple institutions and actors 

(Christensen & Lagreid, 2023). 

More recently, Digital-Era Governance has become an influential 

reform paradigm. It focuses on the use of digital technologies to 

improve public administration, transparency, accountability, and 

service delivery. The expansion of information and communication 

technologies has enabled governments to automate administrative 

processes, strengthen data management systems, enhance citizen 

engagement, and improve policy implementation. Digital 

transformation initiatives have become central components of 

public sector modernization strategies across developing countries. 

Digital governance tools such as e-government platforms, 

electronic procurement systems, integrated financial management 

systems, and digital service portals are increasingly used to 

enhance administrative efficiency and reduce corruption 

(Dunleavy et al., 2023). 

The diffusion of public sector reforms across Africa has been 

shaped by both external and internal factors. International 

development organizations, donor agencies, and transnational 

policy networks have played significant roles in promoting reform 

ideas and governance models. However, reform adoption in Africa 

has rarely involved direct replication of foreign models. Instead, 

governments have adapted reform frameworks to local political, 

institutional, and socioeconomic realities. This process of 

adaptation reflects the recognition that administrative reforms 

cannot be successfully transplanted without considering contextual 

factors such as state capacity, political culture, governance 

traditions, and resource availability (Awortwi, 2023). 

African countries have implemented diverse reform initiatives 

ranging from civil service modernization and decentralization 

programmes to anti-corruption measures and digital governance 

projects. While some reforms have generated positive outcomes, 

implementation challenges remain widespread. Weak institutional 

capacity, political interference, limited financial resources, 

resistance to change, and governance instability frequently 

undermine reform effectiveness. Consequently, scholars 

emphasize the importance of contextualized reform approaches 

that account for local realities rather than relying solely on 

imported administrative models (Ohemeng & Ayee, 2022). 

The Nigerian experience reflects broader African reform trends. 

Since the return to democratic rule in 1999, Nigeria has pursued 

numerous public sector reforms aimed at improving governance, 

transparency, accountability, and service delivery. These reforms 

have influenced various sectors, including higher education, where 

universities have increasingly adopted performance management 

systems, digital administrative tools, and accountability 

mechanisms. Understanding the evolution of public sector reform 

paradigms therefore provides an important foundation for 

examining administrative transformation within Nigerian 

universities. 

Governance of Higher Education Institutions 

University governance refers to the structures, processes, 

relationships, and mechanisms through which higher education 

institutions are directed, controlled, and held accountable. 

Effective governance is essential for ensuring institutional 
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 performance, academic quality, financial sustainability, and public 

trust. Contemporary debates on higher education governance 

frequently focus on three interconnected concepts: autonomy, 

accountability, and performance management. 

Institutional autonomy is widely regarded as a fundamental 

principle of effective university governance. It refers to the degree 

of independence universities possess in making decisions 

regarding academic programmes, research priorities, staffing, 

finances, and organizational management. Autonomous 

institutions are generally better positioned to respond to changing 

educational needs, pursue innovation, and maintain academic 

freedom. However, autonomy is not synonymous with the absence 

of oversight. Rather, it involves a balance between institutional 

independence and public accountability (Salmi, 2023). 

Accountability has become increasingly important within higher 

education systems worldwide. Governments, students, employers, 

and society expect universities to demonstrate responsible 

stewardship of public resources and deliver measurable outcomes. 

Accountability mechanisms include quality assurance systems, 

accreditation processes, performance reporting, financial audits, 

and regulatory oversight. The growing emphasis on accountability 

reflects broader public sector reform trends that seek to improve 

transparency and ensure value for money in publicly funded 

institutions (Jungblut et al., 2023). 

Performance management constitutes another critical dimension of 

university governance. Performance management systems involve 

the establishment of objectives, performance indicators, evaluation 

mechanisms, and incentives designed to improve institutional 

effectiveness. Universities increasingly utilize performance-based 

funding models, strategic planning frameworks, benchmarking 

systems, and key performance indicators to assess teaching quality, 

research productivity, graduate employability, and administrative 

efficiency. These developments reflect the influence of NPM 

principles within higher education governance (de Boer & File, 

2022). 

Globally, university governance models vary considerably across 

countries and regions. The state-control model is common in many 

developing countries where governments exercise substantial 

influence over university operations through funding, regulatory 

oversight, and appointment powers. While this model can facilitate 

policy coordination and national development planning, excessive 

state control may undermine institutional autonomy and 

innovation. 

The supervisory model, prevalent in many European countries, 

combines institutional autonomy with external accountability. 

Governments establish broad policy frameworks while universities 

retain considerable discretion over internal management. 

Independent governing boards often play important oversight 

roles, helping to balance autonomy and accountability (Jungblut et 

al., 2023). 

The market-oriented model, found in countries such as the United 

Kingdom and Australia, places greater emphasis on competition, 

performance measurement, and managerial efficiency. Universities 

operate in relatively competitive environments and are encouraged 

to diversify funding sources while remaining accountable for 

performance outcomes. This model reflects strong NPM influences 

and has inspired governance reforms in many countries (de Boer & 

File, 2022). 

In Africa, university governance systems often combine elements 

from multiple models. Governments generally maintain significant 

regulatory authority while simultaneously promoting institutional 

autonomy and performance accountability. However, governance 

challenges such as political interference, inadequate funding, weak 

managerial capacity, and limited institutional autonomy continue 

to affect many African universities. These challenges underscore 

the importance of examining governance arrangements within 

specific national contexts, including Nigeria. 

Administrative Reforms in Nigerian Universities 

The literature on Nigerian higher education consistently identifies 

governance and administrative challenges as major obstacles to 

institutional effectiveness. Over the years, successive governments 

have introduced various reforms aimed at improving university 

governance, administrative efficiency, accountability, and service 

delivery. These reforms have been influenced by broader public 

sector modernization efforts and the growing recognition of 

universities as strategic institutions for national development. 

A major theme in the literature concerns governance crises within 

Nigerian universities. Scholars have documented persistent 

problems including bureaucratic inefficiency, administrative 

centralization, weak accountability systems, leadership instability, 

industrial disputes, and political interference. These governance 

challenges often undermine institutional effectiveness and 

contribute to declining public confidence in the higher education 

system (Ogunode & Musa, 2022). 

Funding remains another dominant issue in the literature. Nigerian 

public universities have long faced financial constraints arising 

from inadequate government allocations, growing enrolment 

pressures, deteriorating infrastructure, and rising operational costs. 

Although federal universities generally receive larger budgetary 

allocations than state universities, funding shortages affect both 

categories. State universities are often particularly vulnerable 

because their financial sustainability depends heavily on the fiscal 

capacity and political priorities of state governments. Recent 

studies indicate that inadequate funding continues to constrain 

administrative innovation, infrastructure development, staff 

capacity building, and research productivity (Ukala et al., 2022). 

Policy reforms have sought to address these challenges through 

various mechanisms. Reforms have included strategic planning 

initiatives, quality assurance programmes, digital administration 

systems, financial management reforms, and performance-based 

governance measures. The adoption of electronic administration 

systems has become increasingly important as universities seek to 

improve efficiency, transparency, and service delivery. Recent 

digital transformation initiatives have encouraged institutions to 

deploy integrated management information systems, online 

admissions platforms, electronic record management systems, and 

digital learning infrastructures (Nnaji et al., 2026). 

A critical actor in university governance reform is the National 

Universities Commission (NUC). Established as Nigeria's 

principal regulatory agency for university education, the NUC 

plays a central role in coordinating higher education policy, quality 

assurance, accreditation, programme approval, institutional 

monitoring, and governance oversight. Through various regulatory 

frameworks and policy guidelines, the NUC seeks to promote 

standards, accountability, and institutional effectiveness across 

universities. Recent NUC initiatives have emphasized digital 

transformation, quality assurance enhancement, curriculum 

modernization, and governance reforms designed to improve 
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 institutional performance (NUC, 2024). 

Despite extensive reform efforts, significant gaps remain in the 

existing literature. First, many studies focus broadly on higher 

education challenges without systematically examining the 

specific impact of public sector reforms on university 

administration. Second, relatively few studies undertake 

comparative analyses between federal and state universities despite 

their differing governance arrangements and resource 

environments. Third, existing research often emphasizes funding 

crises and governance problems while paying limited attention to 

administrative innovation, digital transformation, and 

organizational change processes. Consequently, there remains 

insufficient understanding of how reform initiatives influence 

administrative structures, decision-making processes, 

accountability mechanisms, and institutional performance across 

different categories of Nigerian universities. 

Addressing these gaps is important because reform outcomes may 

vary significantly across institutional contexts. Comparative 

analysis can provide valuable insights into the factors that facilitate 

or constrain successful reform implementation and help identify 

best practices for strengthening university governance. 

Policy Implementation and Institutional Constraints 

Policy implementation constitutes one of the most critical stages of 

the policy process. While policy formulation establishes objectives 

and strategies, implementation determines whether intended 

outcomes are achieved. The literature on implementation 

consistently demonstrates that reforms frequently encounter 

obstacles during execution, resulting in significant gaps between 

policy intentions and actual outcomes. These implementation 

challenges are particularly pronounced in developing countries 

where institutional capacity constraints often limit policy 

effectiveness (Hill & Hupe, 2023). 

Implementation gaps occur when policies are formally adopted but 

fail to produce expected results. Such gaps may arise from 

inadequate resources, weak administrative capacity, unclear policy 

objectives, poor coordination, resistance to change, or insufficient 

stakeholder engagement. In the context of higher education, 

implementation gaps often manifest in the form of incomplete 

reforms, inconsistent policy application, and limited organizational 

transformation (Peters, 2023). 

Political factors represent a major determinant of reform outcomes. 

Political commitment is essential for sustaining reform momentum 

and mobilizing necessary resources. However, political 

interference can also undermine implementation by distorting 

priorities, weakening merit-based decision-making, and disrupting 

institutional autonomy. In Nigeria, political considerations 

frequently influence leadership appointments, funding allocations, 

and governance decisions within universities. Such influences may 

weaken reform effectiveness and contribute to policy inconsistency 

(Ogunode & Musa, 2022). 

Institutional factors are equally important. Universities differ in 

terms of organizational culture, administrative capacity, leadership 

quality, and resource availability. Institutions with strong 

leadership, effective management systems, and supportive 

organizational cultures are generally more capable of 

implementing reforms successfully. Conversely, weak institutional 

capacity often constrains reform implementation and limits 

organizational adaptation (Nnaji et al., 2026). 

Socio-economic factors also shape reform outcomes. Economic 

instability, fiscal constraints, inflation, and funding shortages can 

undermine reform initiatives by limiting the availability of 

financial and human resources. In Nigeria, broader macroeconomic 

challenges have affected government funding for higher education 

and constrained universities' ability to invest in administrative 

modernization and innovation (Ukala et al., 2022). 

The interaction of political, institutional, and socio-economic 

factors suggests that reform outcomes cannot be understood solely 

in terms of policy design. Effective implementation requires 

supportive institutional environments, adequate resources, 

competent leadership, stakeholder engagement, and sustained 

political commitment. This perspective provides an important 

analytical framework for understanding why some reforms succeed 

while others fail within Nigerian universities. 

Overall, the literature demonstrates that while public sector 

reforms offer important opportunities for improving university 

governance and administration, their effectiveness depends heavily 

on implementation dynamics and institutional context. The 

persistence of governance challenges in Nigerian universities 

underscores the need for further research examining how reforms 

are translated into administrative practice and how contextual 

factors influence reform outcomes across different institutional 

settings. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework provides the conceptual foundation for 

understanding how public sector reforms influence university 

administration in Nigeria. Given the complexity of governance 

reforms in higher education, no single theory is sufficient to 

explain the dynamics of reform adoption, implementation, and 

outcomes. This study therefore adopts a dual-theoretical approach 

that combines New Public Management (NPM) and institutional 

theory. These two complementary perspectives provide insights 

into the rationale for reforms, the organizational processes through 

which reforms are implemented, and the political and institutional 

factors that shape reform outcomes. Together, they offer a robust 

framework for analysing administrative transformation in federal 

and state universities in Nigeria. 

New Public Management (NPM) emerged during the late twentieth 

century as a dominant paradigm of public sector reform. Developed 

largely in response to criticisms of traditional bureaucratic 

administration, NPM advocates the application of private-sector 

management principles to public organizations with the aim of 

improving efficiency, effectiveness, accountability, and service 

delivery (Hood & Dixon, 2023). The central assumption of NPM 

is that public institutions can perform better when they adopt 

managerial practices that emphasize results, competition, 

innovation, and customer orientation. 

A key feature of NPM is its emphasis on efficiency. Public 

organizations are expected to utilize resources more effectively and 

minimize waste while maximizing outputs. In the context of higher 

education, efficiency involves improving administrative processes, 

reducing bureaucratic delays, enhancing resource utilization, and 

ensuring value for money in institutional operations. NPM argues 

that public universities should be managed in ways that promote 

productivity and responsiveness to stakeholders, including 

students, staff, government agencies, and society at large 

(Christensen & Lagreid, 2023). 

Another important principle of NPM is performance measurement. 

Organizations are encouraged to establish clear objectives, define 
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 performance indicators, and regularly assess outcomes. Within 

universities, performance metrics may include graduation rates, 

research outputs, staff productivity, student satisfaction, 

accreditation outcomes, financial management indicators, and 

service delivery benchmarks. Performance measurement systems 

are intended to enhance accountability and facilitate evidence-

based decision-making. Governments increasingly rely on 

performance indicators to evaluate institutional effectiveness and 

justify public investments in higher education (de Boer & File, 

2022). 

Decentralization also constitutes a core element of NPM. The 

theory advocates the transfer of decision-making authority from 

central bureaucratic structures to lower levels of administration. In 

universities, decentralization may involve granting faculties, 

departments, and administrative units greater autonomy in 

managing resources and implementing policies. Decentralized 

governance structures are believed to improve flexibility, 

responsiveness, and innovation by bringing decision-making closer 

to operational realities (Verhoest et al., 2023). 

Closely related to decentralization is managerial autonomy. NPM 

assumes that managers perform more effectively when they are 

granted discretion to make decisions regarding personnel 

management, budgeting, planning, and resource allocation. 

University administrators are therefore expected to function as 

strategic managers who focus on achieving organizational goals 

rather than merely complying with bureaucratic procedures. 

Managerial autonomy is often accompanied by accountability 

mechanisms designed to ensure that increased discretion leads to 

improved performance rather than misuse of authority (Christensen 

& Lagreid, 2023). 

The relevance of NPM to Nigerian universities is evident in various 

reform initiatives introduced over the past two decades. Public 

universities have increasingly adopted strategic planning 

frameworks, performance evaluation systems, digital management 

tools, quality assurance mechanisms, and accountability measures. 

The introduction of electronic administration systems, 

performance-based governance practices, and institutional 

accreditation processes reflects the influence of NPM principles 

within the higher education sector. Recent digital governance 

initiatives promoted by government agencies also align with 

NPM's emphasis on efficiency, accountability, and results-oriented 

management (Nnaji et al., 2026). 

However, the applicability of NPM in Nigerian universities is not 

without limitations. Critics argue that many assumptions 

underlying NPM are based on conditions that may not exist in 

developing countries. Effective implementation of NPM requires 

strong institutional capacity, reliable performance measurement 

systems, adequate resources, and supportive governance 

environments. Nigerian universities often face challenges such as 

inadequate funding, political interference, infrastructural deficits, 

and weak administrative capacity, which can undermine the 

effectiveness of NPM-inspired reforms (Ogunode & Musa, 2022). 

Furthermore, excessive emphasis on performance metrics may 

encourage compliance-oriented behaviour rather than genuine 

institutional improvement. Universities may focus on meeting 

measurable targets while neglecting broader educational and social 

objectives that are difficult to quantify. Consequently, while NPM 

provides useful insights into administrative modernization, its 

explanatory power is strengthened when complemented by theories 

that account for institutional and political realities. 

Institutional theory, on the other hand, provides an alternative 

perspective for understanding organizational behaviour and reform 

processes. The theory argues that organizations operate within 

broader institutional environments consisting of rules, norms, 

values, cultural expectations, and regulatory frameworks. Rather 

than making decisions solely on the basis of efficiency 

considerations, organizations often adopt structures and practices 

that enhance legitimacy and conform to societal expectations 

(Scott, 2022). 

A central concept within institutional theory is isomorphism, which 

refers to the tendency of organizations operating within similar 

environments to become increasingly alike over time. According 

to the theory, organizations experience three forms of isomorphic 

pressure: coercive, mimetic, and normative isomorphism. 

Coercive isomorphism results from formal pressures exerted by 

governments, regulatory agencies, and other authoritative actors. 

In the Nigerian university system, coercive pressures originate 

from government policies, legislative frameworks, and regulatory 

requirements imposed by the National Universities Commission 

(NUC). Universities often adopt reforms because compliance is 

necessary for accreditation, funding, or regulatory approval. 

Mimetic isomorphism occurs when organizations imitate practices 

adopted by other organizations perceived as successful or 

legitimate. Universities frequently emulate governance structures, 

administrative procedures, digital platforms, and quality assurance 

systems implemented by leading institutions. Such imitation is 

particularly common in situations characterized by uncertainty, 

where organizations seek legitimacy by adopting established 

practices (DiMaggio & Powell, 2023). 

Normative isomorphism arises from professional norms, 

educational standards, and shared values among organizational 

actors. University administrators, academics, and professional 

associations often promote common governance practices based on 

professional training and international best practices. These norms 

contribute to convergence in administrative structures and 

management approaches across institutions. 

Another important concept within institutional theory is path 

dependency. This concept suggests that historical decisions and 

institutional arrangements shape current organizational behaviour 

and constrain future choices. Organizations often follow 

established patterns because existing structures, routines, and 

cultural norms create resistance to change. In the Nigerian 

university system, colonial administrative legacies, centralized 

governance traditions, and longstanding bureaucratic practices 

continue to influence contemporary reform processes (Pierson, 

2023). 

Institutional theory is particularly useful for explaining why 

reforms are sometimes adopted symbolically rather than 

substantively. Universities may formally comply with reform 

requirements by establishing new structures, policies, or 

procedures without fundamentally changing organizational 

behaviour. Such symbolic adoption allows institutions to maintain 

legitimacy while minimizing disruption to existing practices. This 

phenomenon helps explain why numerous reforms have been 

introduced within Nigerian universities without producing 

corresponding improvements in administrative performance and 

governance outcomes. 

Methodology 
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 This study adopts a comparative case study design to examine the 

influence of public sector reforms on university administration in 

Nigeria. The comparative approach is appropriate because it 

facilitates a systematic analysis of similarities and differences 

between federal and state universities regarding reform 

implementation, governance structures, and administrative 

outcomes. Comparative case studies are particularly useful for 

investigating complex institutional phenomena within their real-

life contexts and for generating in-depth insights into 

organizational processes and policy outcomes (Yin, 2024). The 

study may also incorporate elements of a mixed-methods approach 

by combining qualitative evidence from interviews and document 

analysis with quantitative institutional data where available, 

thereby enhancing the comprehensiveness of the analysis. 

A purposive sampling technique was employed to select 

universities and participants relevant to the study objectives. 

Universities were selected based on criteria such as ownership type 

(federal or state), geographical location, institutional age, student 

population, and performance indicators. This approach ensures 

adequate representation of different institutional contexts across 

Nigeria. The study relies on both primary and secondary data 

sources. Primary data were sourced through semi-structured 

interviews with university administrators, policymakers, faculty 

members, and officials of relevant regulatory agencies. Semi-

structured interviews provide flexibility for participants to express 

their views while ensuring consistency in addressing key research 

themes (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). Secondary data were 

obtained from policy documents, government reform reports, 

National Universities Commission (NUC) publications, university 

strategic plans, annual reports, accreditation reports, institutional 

records, and scholarly literature. These documents provide 

valuable information on reform initiatives, governance practices, 

and administrative performance within universities. 

Qualitative data obtained from interviews and documents were 

analysed using thematic analysis. This method involves coding, 

categorizing, and interpreting patterns within the data to identify 

major themes related to reform implementation, governance, 

accountability, and administrative performance (Braun & Clarke, 

2022). To enhance the trustworthiness of the study, triangulation 

will be employed by combining multiple data sources and methods. 

The integration of interviews, documentary evidence, and 

institutional records will facilitate cross-validation of findings and 

reduce the risk of methodological bias (Tracy, 2023). Ethical 

considerations were strictly observed, including informed consent, 

confidentiality, and careful handling of sensitive personal and 

official-related information. For example, personal identifiers were 

removed from interview transcripts and research reports to protect 

participants' identities. 

Results and Discussion 

The findings indicate that Nigerian universities have experienced 

significant administrative reforms over the past two decades as part 

of broader public sector modernization initiatives. These reforms 

have been influenced by government policies, regulatory 

directives, technological advancements, and increasing demands 

for accountability and institutional performance. These findings 

are discussed across key thematic areas, including nature and scope 

of reforms, transformation of administrative structures, innovative 

governance as well as accountability and transparency outcomes 

across federal and state universities. 

Nature and Scope of Reforms 

Across both federal and state universities, three major categories of 

reforms emerged prominently: governance restructuring, 

digitalization, and financial management reforms. 

Governance restructuring involved efforts to strengthen 

institutional leadership, improve decision-making processes, 

clarify administrative responsibilities, and enhance accountability 

mechanisms. Universities increasingly adopted strategic planning 

frameworks, performance evaluation systems, and quality 

assurance structures aimed at aligning institutional objectives with 

national higher education goals. Regulatory agencies, particularly 

the National Universities Commission (NUC), played a significant 

role in promoting governance reforms through accreditation 

standards, performance monitoring, and policy guidelines. 

Respondents generally acknowledged that governance reforms had 

contributed to greater awareness of accountability and institutional 

performance expectations. 

Digitalization constituted another major reform area. Universities 

increasingly deployed information and communication 

technologies to modernize administrative operations and service 

delivery. Digital initiatives included electronic admissions 

systems, online registration platforms, digital record management 

systems, electronic payment systems, virtual learning 

environments, and integrated management information systems. 

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated digital transformation 

efforts, compelling institutions to invest in technology-driven 

administrative and academic solutions. Recent studies similarly 

identify digital governance as a central component of 

contemporary university reforms in Nigeria (Nnaji et al., 2026). 

Financial management reforms also featured prominently. 

Universities introduced stricter financial controls, automated 

accounting systems, procurement reforms, internal audit 

mechanisms, and reporting requirements designed to enhance 

transparency and accountability. These reforms reflected broader 

public sector efforts to strengthen financial governance and 

improve resource utilization. Despite these initiatives, variations in 

implementation effectiveness were observed across institutions, 

largely due to differences in resources, leadership commitment, 

and institutional capacity. 

Overall, the findings suggest that reforms have extended beyond 

procedural adjustments to encompass substantial efforts aimed at 

transforming governance structures, administrative systems, and 

institutional management practices. However, the extent of actual 

transformation varied considerably among universities. 

Transformation of Administrative Structures 

One of the most significant outcomes of reform initiatives was the 

transformation of administrative structures and management 

practices within universities. Evidence from interviews and 

document analysis indicates that many institutions have moved 

away from purely bureaucratic administrative models towards 

more managerial and performance-oriented approaches. 

A notable change involved decision-making processes. Traditional 

university administration in Nigeria was characterized by highly 

centralized structures where major decisions were concentrated at 

senior management levels. Reform initiatives sought to 

decentralize authority by granting greater responsibilities to 

faculties, departments, and administrative units. Respondents 

reported that decentralized decision-making improved 

responsiveness, facilitated quicker problem-solving, and enhanced 
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 operational flexibility. This finding aligns with New Public 

Management (NPM) principles that advocate decentralization as a 

mechanism for improving organizational effectiveness 

(Christensen & Lægreid, 2023). 

Managerial practices also evolved significantly. University 

administrators increasingly adopted strategic planning, 

performance monitoring, target setting, and results-based 

management approaches. Many institutions established key 

performance indicators to evaluate administrative efficiency, 

research productivity, academic quality, and service delivery 

outcomes. Such practices represent a departure from traditional 

rule-bound administrative systems toward performance-driven 

management frameworks. 

However, the transformation process was uneven. While formal 

administrative structures changed, some respondents noted that 

underlying organizational cultures often remained resistant to 

reform. Decision-making continued to be influenced by 

bureaucratic procedures, informal networks, and hierarchical 

traditions. Consequently, administrative transformation frequently 

occurred at the structural level without corresponding behavioural 

changes. This finding supports Institutional Theory's argument that 

organizations may adopt reform structures without fully 

internalizing associated practices (Scott, 2022). 

Comparative Analysis: Federal versus State Universities 

The comparative analysis revealed important differences between 

federal and state universities regarding reform implementation, 

governance practices, and administrative outcomes. 

Federal universities generally demonstrated stronger alignment 

with regulatory requirements and national reform frameworks. Due 

to their direct relationship with federal authorities and the NUC, 

these institutions exhibited greater compliance with accreditation 

standards, quality assurance procedures, and administrative 

regulations. Federal universities also benefited from relatively 

more stable funding arrangements and stronger institutional 

infrastructures. Consequently, they were often better positioned to 

implement complex reform initiatives, particularly those involving 

digital transformation and performance management systems. 

However, federal institutions also exhibited significant 

bureaucratic rigidity. Respondents frequently highlighted lengthy 

approval processes, hierarchical decision-making structures, and 

procedural complexities that slowed reform implementation. 

Administrative flexibility was often constrained by extensive 

regulatory requirements and centralized governance arrangements. 

While these mechanisms promoted accountability and 

standardization, they sometimes reduced institutional agility and 

innovation. 

State universities presented a contrasting picture. These institutions 

generally demonstrated greater administrative flexibility and 

adaptability. Smaller organizational structures often enabled faster 

decision-making and more rapid implementation of reforms. 

University leaders frequently exercised greater discretion in 

responding to local challenges and opportunities. This flexibility 

facilitated experimentation with innovative administrative 

practices and governance arrangements. 

Nevertheless, state universities faced more severe challenges 

relating to political interference and resource constraints. 

Respondents consistently reported that state governments 

exercised considerable influence over institutional governance, 

leadership appointments, funding decisions, and administrative 

priorities. Political intervention occasionally undermined 

institutional autonomy and disrupted reform processes. 

Furthermore, many state universities experienced chronic funding 

shortages, limiting their ability to invest in infrastructure, 

technology, staff development, and organizational innovation. 

The findings therefore suggest that federal universities benefit from 

stronger regulatory support and resource availability but struggle 

with bureaucratic constraints, whereas state universities enjoy 

greater flexibility but face significant political and financial 

challenges. These differences help explain variations in reform 

outcomes across institutional categories. 

Administrative Innovation and Digital Governance 

Administrative innovation emerged as one of the most visible 

outcomes of recent reform efforts. Universities increasingly 

recognized the importance of technology-driven solutions for 

improving efficiency, transparency, and service delivery. 

Consequently, digital governance initiatives became central 

components of institutional modernization strategies. 

Many universities implemented electronic governance systems that 

automated routine administrative functions. Admissions 

processing, staff records management, payroll administration, 

procurement procedures, student registration, examination 

management, and financial transactions increasingly relied on 

digital platforms. The adoption of management information 

systems enhanced data accessibility, improved decision-making, 

and reduced administrative bottlenecks. 

Performance management systems also benefited from digital 

innovation. Universities utilized electronic monitoring tools to 

track institutional performance indicators, staff productivity, 

student outcomes, and financial management processes. These 

systems facilitated evidence-based management and strengthened 

organizational accountability. 

Despite these achievements, substantial barriers to innovation 

persisted. One major challenge was inadequate technological 

infrastructure. Frequent electricity disruptions, unreliable internet 

connectivity, and insufficient digital equipment constrained the 

effectiveness of technology-driven reforms. These infrastructural 

limitations were particularly evident in many state universities. 

Human capacity constraints also emerged as significant obstacles. 

Effective digital transformation requires personnel with 

appropriate technical skills and competencies. Respondents 

reported that inadequate staff training limited the utilization of 

newly introduced technologies. Resistance to change further 

complicated implementation efforts. Some staff members 

perceived digital systems as threats to established work routines or 

sources of additional workload, leading to varying degrees of 

resistance. 

These findings indicate that while digital governance reforms have 

enhanced administrative efficiency, their long-term sustainability 

depends on investments in infrastructure, capacity development, 

and organizational change management. 

Accountability and Transparency Outcomes 

The findings reveal that reform initiatives have generated 

measurable improvements in accountability and transparency 

across Nigerian universities. Financial management reforms, 

digital reporting systems, internal audit mechanisms, and 

performance evaluation frameworks have strengthened oversight 

and monitoring processes. 

Many respondents reported increased transparency in financial 
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 transactions due to the adoption of electronic payment systems, 

automated accounting procedures, and enhanced reporting 

requirements. These reforms reduced opportunities for financial 

irregularities and improved record-keeping practices. Digital 

systems also facilitated real-time monitoring of expenditures and 

budget implementation. 

Accountability mechanisms similarly improved through the 

introduction of performance management frameworks. 

Universities increasingly required administrative units to define 

objectives, report outcomes, and justify resource utilization. 

Quality assurance processes, accreditation reviews, and 

performance evaluations provided additional layers of oversight 

and institutional accountability. 

However, important gaps remain. Respondents identified 

inconsistencies in implementation, weak enforcement 

mechanisms, and limited sanctions for non-compliance as 

persistent challenges. In some cases, accountability processes 

focused more on procedural compliance than substantive 

performance improvement. Furthermore, transparency initiatives 

were occasionally undermined by political interference, weak 

internal controls, and insufficient institutional capacity. 

These findings suggest that while reforms have strengthened 

accountability structures, achieving comprehensive transparency 

and accountability requires sustained commitment to institutional 

strengthening and governance improvement. 

Conclusion  

This study examined the impact of public sector reforms on 

university administration in Nigeria through a comparative 

analysis of federal and state universities. Drawing on the 

perspectives of New Public Management (NPM), Institutional 

Theory, and the Political Economy Perspective, the study explored 

the nature of reforms, their implementation processes, and their 

implications for governance, accountability, and administrative 

effectiveness. The findings reveal that while significant reform 

efforts have been undertaken across the Nigerian university 

system, the overall impact has been characterized more by 

incremental improvement than by transformative institutional 

change. 

One of the major findings is that universities have experienced 

substantial reform interventions in the areas of governance 

restructuring, financial management, accountability systems, and 

digital transformation. Many institutions have adopted strategic 

planning frameworks, performance evaluation mechanisms, 

electronic governance systems, quality assurance structures, and 

financial control procedures. These reforms reflect broader public 

sector modernization efforts aimed at improving efficiency, 

transparency, responsiveness, and institutional performance. The 

increasing use of digital platforms for admissions, records 

management, financial transactions, and communication 

demonstrates a growing commitment to administrative 

modernization. 

Despite these developments, the study found that reforms have not 

fundamentally transformed the underlying structures and cultures 

of university administration. Although formal governance 

mechanisms have changed, many traditional bureaucratic practices 

remain deeply embedded within institutional operations. Decision-

making processes in several universities continue to be influenced 

by hierarchical structures, procedural rigidity, and administrative 

traditions. Consequently, many reforms have produced 

improvements in administrative procedures without generating 

corresponding changes in organizational behaviour and 

institutional culture. 

The findings further reveal significant differences between federal 

and state universities. Federal universities generally demonstrate 

stronger compliance with regulatory standards, more developed 

administrative systems, and greater access to financial and 

technological resources. Their close relationship with national 

regulatory agencies enables them to align more effectively with 

government reform agendas. However, federal institutions often 

experience bureaucratic rigidity, lengthy administrative 

procedures, and slower decision-making processes that can impede 

innovation and responsiveness. 

In contrast, state universities tend to exhibit greater flexibility and 

adaptability in administrative decision-making. Their relatively 

smaller organizational structures often allow for quicker responses 

to emerging challenges and opportunities. However, this flexibility 

is frequently undermined by inadequate funding, infrastructural 

deficiencies, and higher levels of political interference. State 

governments often exercise considerable influence over university 

governance, affecting leadership appointments, resource 

allocation, and policy implementation. As a result, reform 

outcomes in state universities are often constrained by both 

financial limitations and political pressures. Consequently, it can 

be argued that the success or failure of reforms depends not only 

on policy design but also on the broader governance environment 

within which universities operate. 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, several policy 

recommendations are proposed to enhance the effectiveness of 

public sector reforms and strengthen university administration in 

Nigeria. 

First and foremost, there is a need to strengthen institutional 

autonomy while maintaining appropriate accountability 

safeguards. Universities require sufficient operational 

independence to make decisions regarding academic programmes, 

staffing, budgeting, and strategic planning without undue external 

interference. Greater autonomy can promote innovation, 

responsiveness, and institutional effectiveness. However, 

autonomy should be accompanied by robust accountability 

mechanisms, including transparent reporting systems, periodic 

performance evaluations, financial audits, and quality assurance 

processes. Such a balanced approach would enable universities to 

exercise managerial discretion while remaining accountable to 

stakeholders and society. 

Similarly, capacity-building programmes should be prioritized for 

university administrators and managers. Effective implementation 

of reforms depends largely on the skills, competencies, and 

leadership capabilities of those responsible for managing 

institutions. Continuous professional development programmes 

should therefore be established to strengthen expertise in strategic 

planning, financial management, digital governance, policy 

implementation, leadership, and organizational change 

management. Capacity development initiatives should also target 

middle-level administrators whose roles are critical to translating 

reform objectives into operational outcomes. 

It is also necessary for universities to institutionalize performance 

management systems as integral components of governance and 

administration. Performance management should extend beyond 
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 compliance requirements and become embedded within 

organizational culture. Clear performance indicators, regular 

monitoring mechanisms, and evidence-based evaluation systems 

should be developed to assess administrative effectiveness, service 

delivery quality, resource utilization, and institutional 

performance. Linking performance outcomes to strategic planning 

and decision-making processes would enhance accountability and 

encourage continuous improvement. 

Moreso, legal and governance reforms should be introduced to 

reduce political interference in university administration. While 

governments have legitimate oversight responsibilities, excessive 

political involvement in leadership appointments, financial 

decisions, and institutional governance often undermines 

autonomy and administrative effectiveness. Legislative 

frameworks should clearly define the roles and responsibilities of 

governments, governing councils, regulatory agencies, and 

university management. Strengthening governance structures and 

protecting institutional independence would contribute 

significantly to the successful implementation of reforms. 

Greater investment in digital transformation and technological 

infrastructure is equally essential. Digital governance has 

demonstrated considerable potential for improving efficiency, 

transparency, accountability, and service delivery within 

universities. Governments and university authorities should 

therefore prioritize investments in information and communication 

technologies, internet connectivity, data management systems, 

cybersecurity infrastructure, and digital learning platforms. 

Equally important is the provision of training programmes to 

ensure that staff possess the skills required to utilize digital 

technologies effectively. 

More importantly, funding mechanisms for higher education 

should be strengthened and diversified. Sustainable reform 

implementation requires adequate financial resources. 

Governments should increase investments in higher education 

while encouraging universities to develop alternative revenue 

sources through research partnerships, consultancy services, 

alumni engagement, endowment funds, and public-private 

partnerships. Improved financial sustainability would enable 

universities to invest in infrastructure, technology, staff 

development, and innovation. 

Overall, reform initiatives should be designed and implemented 

through inclusive stakeholder engagement. Faculty members, 

administrators, students, governing councils, regulatory agencies, 

and other stakeholders should participate actively in reform 

processes. Broad stakeholder involvement can enhance legitimacy, 

reduce resistance to change, and improve the quality of 

implementation outcomes. Participatory approaches also facilitate 

the identification of context-specific challenges and solutions that 

may not be apparent through top-down policy interventions. 
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