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Abstract. The sustainable development of nations globally is highly influenced
by the knowledge economy. Growth in the knowledge economy is driven by higher
education with quality research being a major contributor to an excellent education.
Over the years, universities in high-income countries have put research excellence
at the core of their strategies with collaboration being a major tool utilised in
improving the universities’ global recognition and ranking. However, low-income
countries lag behind in global recognition and ranking of universities. This is
worsened by difficulties in securing collaboration. In this perspective, we examine,
the situation in Nigeria- a low-income country. We compare public and private
Nigerian universities in terms of research excellence and argue for collaboration
between local private and public universities, and between the local and foreign
universities to overcome the challenges associated with researchers working alone.
We also highlight the barriers that could limit effective collaboration in Nigerian
universities. These barriers include funding and finding collaborators, personal
or family worries, lack of trust and respect for diversity of disciplines and poor
internet infrastructure and the high cost of international calls. Finally, we conclude
that collaboration is key to knowledge sharing, the attraction of research grants
and meeting sustainability targets. Hence, Nigerian universities should reach out to
researchers with mutual research interests at home and abroad for more successful
and impactful research.
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1 Introduction

The sustainable development of nations globally is knowledge-driven. Central to the
knowledge economy is education and specifically higher education [1]. Research is
acclaimed to be one of the core mandates of universities alongside innovation and
knowledge dissemination [2]. Research drives innovation, creates and improves already
established knowledge that informs teaching and learning and is disseminated to the sci-
entific community. Perhaps this informs the choice of research productivity as acommon
criterion for ranking universities globally [3, 4]. Owing to its vital place in universities,
authorities often strive for research excellence, which is a tool for projecting a posi-
tive image of an institution. Research excellence enhances the attraction of institutional
funding through research grants [5—7]. Arguably, citations garnered by a research pub-
lication reflect the quality of the research [8]. The contribution of research to economic
growth is limited by factors such as lack of funding, ineffective higher education poli-
cies and recently technology deficiency [1]. High-income countries (HICs) have largely
tackled these limitations over time with low-income countries (LICs) still struggling to
overcome these challenges [9].

Nigeria is a LIC faced with multifaceted challenges hindering the growth of higher
education. The Nigerian university system is plagued with numerous challenges princi-
pal among them is poor funding [10, 11]. Generally, public universities in Nigeria are
funded by the government with little or no private participation [12]. The paucity of
funds may be due to the dwindling government revenues, growing needs of universi-
ties as well as an increase in the number of universities. Consequently, university staff
unions have often embarked on lengthy industrial actions to press home their demands for
improved university funding and working conditions [13, 14]. These industrial actions
have caused severe disruptions to academic activities at Nigerian universities. The situ-
ation has resulted in the gradual fall of standards and consistent low ranking of Nigerian
universities globally and within the African continent [15]. According to Times Higher
Education World Ranking of Universities for 2021 based on 1500 institutions cutting
across 93 countries and territories, the best Nigerian university was ranked 401-500
position in the world and 27 position out of over 1225 universities in Africa [16].

Inter-university cooperation both locally and internationally holds much promise in
enhancing research within the university system. Private and public research funding
bodies increasingly require collaboration at disciplinary, institutional and international
levels [17]. Through such collaborations, universities are able to interdepend on one
another both for expertise and equipment to make up for areas they are lacking. Col-
laboration is the rule and not the exception and it ranges from an interpersonal, team
and corporate partnership [18]. Hence, the notion of ‘collaborative capability’ which
Blomgqvist and Levy argue is a pre-requisite for knowledge creation based on com-
munication, commitment, and mutual trust [19]. The existence of different layers of
collaboration has led to a mixed understanding of the benefits of collaboration [18].
However, when properly defined, collaboration has been found to lead to several benefits
such as better organisational performance with regards to knowledge creation, transfer
and ingenuity [20]. Other benefits associated with well-defined collaborations are the
ability to utilise resources optimally and the creation of positive competition amongst
collaborators [20]. Within Nigeria, universities have differed from one another; whereby
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the earlier established universities have relatively more experts well versed in research
compared to the recently established universities. However, much attention has not been
given to inter-university collaboration that may address some of the challenges faced by
Nigerian universities.

In this perspective, we discuss the need for enhanced research collaboration in Nige-
rian universities for quality research output that will considerably raise the ranking and
favourably position Nigerian universities among their peers globally. First, we briefly
discuss the history of Nigerian universities to highlight potential aspects or peculiarities
that may promote research collaboration. Second, we consider the common traits and
differences between private and public Nigerian universities. Third, we discuss both local
and international aspects of Nigerian university collaboration, focusing on knowledge
sharing, collaborative research grant applications and meeting sustainable development
targets. Finally, we consider the barriers to effective research collaboration.

2 Historical Perspectives on Nigerian Universities

Four generations of universities exist in Nigeria based on the year of creation. The oldest
higher institution in Nigeria was established around the middle of the last century. The
university college Ibadan was established in 1947 as an affiliate of the University of
London following the recommendation of the Asquith commission of 1943 [21, 22].
This was followed by the establishment of the University of Nigeria, Nsukka (UNN)
in 1960 which unlike the university college Ibadan was an autonomous university [23].
In anticipation of the manpower needs that may arise following Nigeria’s independence
in 1960, the Ashby commission of 1959 recommended the establishment of additional
universities to train manpower in each of the regions and Lagos the then country’s capital.
This birthed the Ahmadu Bello University (ABU) Zaria in the north, the University of
Ife (now Obafemi Awolowo University) and the University of Lagos in 1962 both in the
west [22, 23].

Additionally, the University College Ibadan gained its autonomy and was now known
as the University of Ibadan. With the creation of the mid-west region, another university
was established at Benin, the University of Benin [22, 23]. These universities collectively
formed what is regarded as first-generation universities in Nigeria. The first generation
universities had strong ties with local and international research institutions especially
in the UK and USA at the time — which promoted the training of research personnel,
scholars, and enhanced research funding, and hence capacity building with great potential
for becoming leading global frontiers of the knowledge economy [21-23].

The second-generation universities were established around 1975 in Ilorin, Calabar,
Jos, Port Harcourt, Maiduguri, Sokoto, and Kano [22, 24]. They were a consequence of
the military government’s third national development plan of Nigeria. Third-generation
universities were specialized universities focusing on technology and agriculture. These
universities were established in the 1980s in Owerri, Akure, Makurdi, Bauchi, and Yola
[22]. Also, about the same time, individual state governments began establishing their
universities aside from those of the federal government. States such as Imo, Cross River,
Lagos, Akwa-Ibom and Ondo state universities were established in the 80s [22, 25].
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From the early 1990s, fourth-generation universities came into existence [26]. Sev-
eral state government-owned universities fall into this category. Nigeria thereafter wit-
nessed the boom of university expansion through private sector participation beginning
from early 1999/2000s and upwards [27, 28]. Additional Federal and State universities
have also been established during this period. A total of three private universities were
established at the onset following the approval by the government in 1999, namely:
Igbinedion University, Babcock University and Madonna University [29]. As of the
first quarter of 2021, Nigeria had 195 licensed universities, comprising 44 Federal, 52
State, and 99 private universities [30]. Of these universities, only one, the National Open
University of Nigeria (NOUN) is an exclusive open and distance learning institution.
Recently, a few of the conventional universities now run some limited open and distance
learning programmes [31]. The creation of more universities in the country gradually
resulted in dwindling international research ties with renowned and leading global insti-
tutions due to a reduction in standards of teaching, quality staff and research facilities
[32].

3 Common Traits and Differences Between the Universities:
Private vs Public

In order to meet the rising demand for higher education by the growing populace, and to
improve the quality of education in Nigeria, the Federal Government of Nigeria through
the Ministry of Education and Nigerian Universities Commission (NUC) augmented the
efforts of public universities and colleges of education by approving the establishment
of private universities in 1999 [33]. The increase in the number of universities did not
seem to have any significant effect on the number of students gaining admission into the
universities. Documented reports reveal that out of over one million candidates seeking
admission to Nigerian Universities through the Joint Admission and Matriculation Board
(JAMB) exams, only about 450,000 representing approximately 30% were able to gain
entrance into 112 universities in the country [34]. It is important to note that both public
and private universities are established by acts of parliament and are both regulated by
the same regulatory body — the NUC. Entry requirements for fresh students as well as
the academic curricula used for teaching is the same for both institutions.

At the same time, both public and private Nigerian universities have their peculiar-
ities. For instance, public universities have access to funding from the government. A
certain percentage of the government’s annual budget is allocated to the public uni-
versities in order to subsidize the running costs of the universities. Over N500billion
(approx. $1billion) has been released by the Federal Government of Nigeria to the fed-
erally funded universities between 2000 and 2008 [35]. In addition to the government
subventions, the Education Tax Fund (ETF), established by law in 1993 was empowered
to carry out major projects within the public universities using funds from the profit of
private business organisations operating within the country [35]. The private universi-
ties on the other hand rely almost solely on the income realised from tuition fees from
students running various degree programmes.

Another notable difference between public and private universities is access to
research grants from the Nigerian government. While researchers from public universi-
ties are able to access research grants from the Tertiary Education Trust (TET) Fund, a
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government agency, researchers from private universities mostly depend on their salaries
or seek alternative sources of research grants e.g., from international sources. However,
the quality of teaching facilities and manpower are believed to be much better in the
private schools because the students pay relatively higher tuition fees than in the public
schools [33], and can therefore place a demand on value for their money. This is not
the case in most public universities, where tuition fees are quite low and affordable,
consequently leading to a higher number of students depending on very few facilities
and manpower to cater for them.

Cognisant of these peculiarities, there is a need for both public and private universities
to work together to advance the Nigerian knowledge economy. Furthermore, multi-
university collaborative research on economy-oriented innovations may substantially
help to gradually close the gap between private and public universities, and address
some of the critical threats facing the Nigerian university system.

4 Collaborative Research in Nigerian Universities May Drive
the Knowledge Economy: Local and International Perspectives

4.1 Knowledge Sharing

Knowledge sharing entails learning, understanding and sharing information, ideas, views
and resources [36]. The majority of the universities in Nigeria just like most of sub-
Saharan Africa (SSA) are economically challenged and have had negative experiences
with research [37] such as lack of research funds, minimal or no government support and
limited research-oriented facilities. Oftentimes, researchers from these regions produce
less rigorously researched papers that have little or no impact on society [38—41]. Thus,
it is crucial to acknowledge the need for collaborative projects and the expertise that
partners bring that are central to knowledge sharing.

Indeed, international collaboration, which promotes knowledge sharing, is not new
as it has been ongoing in countries like the UK, USA, Germany, France, Japan, Canada,
Brazil, South Africa, Pakistan, China [36, 42, 43]. A wide gap exists in knowledge
sharing between the universities in SSA, particularly in Nigeria. In Nigeria, incentives
exist for academics to work in silos. For example, universities offer higher rewards when
research is done individually. Higher points are rewarded for single-authored research
papers during the annual appraisal or promotion of academic staff.

Collaboration between universities results in sharing of ideas, resources and skills.
Also, researchers are exposed to cutting-edge technologies which they may not likely
have access to in their institutions [36]. More importantly, effective collaboration reduces
the time required to complete a given research project, leading to faster research output
for maximum societal impact and contribution to the knowledge economy.

4.2 Collaborative Research Grants

Research grants are essential means of funding research that promote quality research
output and the knowledge economy. The massive research grants awarded by industrial-
ized nations can be harnessed via cutting-edge collaborative research between local
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and international institutions. Inter-nation agreements or research funding can also
considerably promote research collaboration amongst different institutions.

In addition to helping the career path, productivity and growth of the researcher [44,
45], research grants, indeed, foster a multi-disciplinary collaboration amongst investi-
gators and institutions that results in the acquisition of data or other products that inform
decision making for societal benefit. For instance, the National Institutes of Health pro-
vides over $32 billion in research grants per year to conquer diseases, promote a healthy
life and reduce disability — which has resulted in life-changing discoveries that estab-
lished new methods of disease treatments, advancing healthier lives and societal as well
as economic growth [45, 46]. In contrast, research funding institutes in Africa, especially
SSA countries are poorly developed with very little or no grant mechanisms to inform
decision-making or drive monumental changes in the lives of the people [47]. As aresult,
research output from SSA tends to be weak.

4.3 Meeting Sustainability Targets

Universities are increasingly being challenged to respond to sustainability-oriented prob-
lems. These problems could be economically, socially or environmentally based. Eco-
nomic problems include low GDP growth, low regional net profit and low production
per employee [48]. Socially-based problems include diminishing demographic trends
and a high unemployment rate whilst environmental problems on the other hand are
linked to waste management strategies [48]. Universities are expected to develop cur-
ricula to address these problems in terms of quality teaching, research and outreach [48]
and introduction of sustainability pedagogy in higher education to tackle sustainability
issues at the university level [49].

Embedding sustainability in higher education curriculum is likely to lead to the devel-
opment of future sustainability leaders [6, 7]. Furthermore, it is essential for universities
in the country to adjust to recent developments in research collaboration that includes
integrated knowledge translation, in which research partnership between the researcher
and the knowledge user provides for productive research through co-generation and
implementation of knowledge that ultimately lead to greater knowledge use and soci-
etally impactful opportunities in practice [50, 51]. Achieving these sustainability targets
would pose substantial difficulties when universities do not align with international best
practices.

5 Barriers to Effective Research Collaboration

5.1 Funding and Finding Collaborators

Funding is crucial for the successful take-off and execution of any collaboration. It is
also an important aspect of fulfilling the internationalization mandate of universities
[52]. However, securing funding is challenging for researchers in Nigeria due in part to
the highly competitive nature of the grant application processes [53]. In addition, finding
collaborators is also considered a major challenge as Nigerian researchers usually have
limited knowledge on how to initiate or follow up the process [47, 53]. Hence, Nigerian
researchers tend to work alone with minimal motivation.
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5.2 Personal or Family Worries

Nigerian researchers find it challenging to travel especially when they have family com-
mitments. This problem affects women more than men [52, 54]. For instance, women
who have children or are nursing are less willing to travel for research purposes [54].
Also, Nigerians have a strong attachment to family members and relatives and have
a culture of caring for elderly parents [54]. Thus, leaving family responsibilities for
research is onerous.

5.3 Lack of Trust and Respect for Diversity of Disciplines

A major challenge to data sharing in science is the lack of trust in terms of data misuse,
ethical or legal infringements [55]. There is a need for researchers and collaborators to
establish close working relationships based on mutual trust [55]. Also, another daunting
challenge is the diversity of disciplines. A situation whereby researchers collaborate
on interdisciplinary research and need to work together including in common and rare
languages [55]. For effective collaboration, the researchers will require a working guide
to ensure that the views of all the collaborators are respected.

5.4 Poor Internet Infrastructure and the High Cost of International Calls

Poor access to good broadband or fluctuations in internet connection can limit engage-
ment in research [56]. For instance, a recent study conducted in rural and small-town
schools showed that a lack of home internet affected researchers’ digital skills. This
limitation could have a lifelong repercussion for affected researchers [56]. Similarly, the
high cost of international phone calls limits global linkage preventing communication
between researchers in different countries [57].

Both poor internet infrastructure or fluctuations in internet connectivity and the high
cost of international calls are major limitations to research progress and output between
collaborators in Nigeria and abroad [58]. Digital infrastructure is still grossly underde-
veloped in Nigeria with the country ranking 105™ out of a total of 137 for access to the
internet [59]. Only about 0.05% of people residing in the country have access to fixed
broadband subscriptions according to documented reports [59]. Although the Nigeria
University’s Commission (NUC) in collaboration with the World Bank established the
Nigerian Research and Education Network (NgREN), which is meant to support digital
communication, and sharing of resources across about 40 universities, there is still, no
national repositories that hold research publications or data for the purposes of research
and learning.

6 Conclusion

Collaborative research requires careful planning and is key to improving knowledge
sharing, the attraction of research grants and the attainment of sustainability goals.
However, this is not straightforward, as barriers such as inadequate funding and lack of
trust and respect for diversity of disciplines could affect smooth collaboration.
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A decrease in inter-university ties and research collaboration results in a considerable
reduction in quality research output by the universities in the country [32]. Hence,
activating sustainable research collaboration and inter-university ties once enjoyed by
first-generation universities may serve as a panacea to some of the current challenges
faced by Nigerian universities.

There is a need to create a collaborative space by bringing researchers from differ-
ent backgrounds together to understand the language of each other, foster respect for
each other’s approaches to research and provide more training on interdisciplinarity in
research. Also, there is a need to advise all university stakeholders on the advantage of
collaboration and increased funding. The funding can also be extended to include the
private universities to compete for the grants based on merit.

In addition, it is pertinent to call the attention of university stakeholders to encourage
collaboration by discouraging single-authored publications (it should be given the least
points during promotion exercises) and promoting collaborative work to be published in
high-impact journals. Also, to solve contemporary and local problems, there is a need
to encourage inter-governmental agencies and industry collaborations in SSA countries,
as it used to be in developing countries. Finally, Nigerian universities should reach out
to researchers with mutual research interests at home and abroad for more successful
and impactful research.
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