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Abstract

Digital communication strategies have emerged as pivotal instruments in the
global discourse on sustainable development, especially for developing
nations navigating complex socioeconomic challenges. In Nigeria, Africa's
most populous country and largest economy, the intersection of digital
communication and development imperatives presents both enormous
opportunities and significant constraints. This paper examines digital
communication strategies as tools for sustainable development in Nigeria,
with specific reference to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
adopted by the United Nations in 2015. Using the library research method
and anchoring on the Development Media Theory, the study explores
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conceptual frameworks, identifies operational digital strategies, evaluates
challenges, and articulates prospects. The paper establishes that social media
advocacy, mobile communication, e-governance, digital journalism, and
community digital platforms are among the most impactful strategies
deployed in Nigeria's development communication landscape. However,
digital infrastructure deficits, low digital literacy, electricity challenges, high
data costs, and the prevalence of misinformation continue to undermine
effectiveness. The paper recommended that Nigerian government should
prioritise rural broadband, renewable-powered digital hubs, and affordable
devices to bridge the digital divide and reach underserved communities.

Keywords: Digital Communication, Sustainable Development, Nigeria,
SDGs, ICT, Development Media Theory

Introduction

The twenty-first century has witnessed an unprecedented
transformation in the nature, scope, and velocity of communication. Digital
technologies, including the internet, mobile telephony, social media
platforms, podcasts, digital broadcasting, and artificial intelligence-driven
communication tools,have fundamentally reorganised how information is
produced, circulated, and consumed. This transformation is not merely
technical but profoundly social, political, and developmental in its
implications. For developing nations like Nigeria, the rise of digital
communication carries particular significance, as it presents an opportunity
to accelerate development outcomes that have historically been constrained
by inadequate infrastructure, poor governance, and systemic inequalities
(Yar'Adua, Msughter& Usman, 2023).

Nigeria, with a population exceeding 220 million people, remains
one of the world's most complex development contexts. Despite being
Africa's largest economy by GDP, the country consistently underperforms on

key human development indicators. As of 2024, Nigeria ranked 146 out of
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166 countries on the Sustainable Development Report, with severe deficits
recorded across education, healthcare, poverty reduction, and environmental
sustainability (Centre LSD, 2024). Achieving the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030,a commitment Nigeria has formally
undertaken, requires not only policy reforms and economic restructuring, but
also robust communication systems capable of mobilising citizens,
disseminating information, and fostering participatory governance (Nigeria
UN, 2024).

Digital communication strategies have been identified globally as
catalysts for sustainable development. Platforms such as Twitter (now X),
Facebook, WhatsApp, YouTube, and TikTok have become vehicles for
advocacy, civic education, public health campaigns, agricultural extension
services, and entrepreneurial development. In Nigeria, mobile broadband
penetration has grown substantially, with the country embarking on a 5G
rollout that promises to further expand digital access (Ericsson, 2023). The
federal government's 3 Million Technical Talent (3MTT) Programme and the
Broadband Alliance initiative reflect official recognition of digital
communication's developmental potential (World Economic Forum, 2024).
Simultaneously, institutions, civil society organisations, media houses, and
private sector actors are deploying an expanding array of digital strategies to

address Nigeria's development challenges.
Statement of the Problem

Despite this growing deployment of digital communication tools,
there exists a visible tension between the promise of digital communication
and its actual developmental impact in Nigeria. Questions about digital
equity, internet affordability, misinformation, digital literacy, and the urban-
rural digital divide remain central to any assessment of digital
communication's developmental efficacy. The absence of comprehensive,

integrated frameworks for deploying digital communication strategies in
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alignment with the SDGs further complicates efforts at meaningful impact.

This study is situated within this context. It examines digital
communication strategies as development tools in Nigeria, interrogating
their conceptual foundations, operational forms, inherent challenges, and
prospects. The knowledge gap that this study seeks to address is the relative
scarcity of systematic, Nigeria-specific scholarly analyses that holistically
map available digital communication strategies onto the SDG framework,
while simultaneously accounting for the structural and institutional
constraints that limit their effectiveness. Most existing studies either focus
on single platforms (such as social media for health or agriculture), particular
regions within Nigeria, or treat digital communication strategies in generic
African development communication terms without the Nigeria-specific
granularity that policy and practice require (Nosike, 2024; Yar'Adua,
Msughter & Usman, 2023).

Objectives of the study

The following objectives guide this study:

1. To identify and examine the dominant digital communication

strategies deployed as tools for sustainable development in Nigeria.

2. To analyse the challenges confronting the effective utilisation of
digital communication strategies for sustainable development in
Nigeria.

3. To assess the prospects of digital communication strategies in

advancing Nigeria's sustainable development agenda within the
framework of the SDGs.
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Literature Review
Conceptual Explanation of Digital Communication

Digital communication refers to the transmission, exchange, and processing
of information through electronic devices and digital networks, including the
internet, mobile devices, computers, and associated platforms (Ezegwu,
2026). Unlike traditional or analogue communication, digital
communication is characterised by interactivity, speed, multimedia
integration, and the capacity for mass personalisation. It encompasses social
media, email, digital broadcasting, online journalism, instant messaging,
video conferencing, podcasts, and e-governance systems. Scholars note that
digital communication is not merely a technical phenomenon but a socio-
cultural practice that reshapes how individuals, communities, and
institutions engage with information and each other (Yar'Adua et al., 2023).
In development contexts, digital communication is understood as the
strategic application of digital technologies to facilitate the flow of
information necessary for economic growth, social inclusion, civic
participation, and environmental stewardship (Nosike, 2024). Its
transformative power lies in its ability to collapse geographical distances,
reduce information asymmetries, and amplify marginalised voices in ways

that earlier communication forms could not.

Meaning and Overview of Sustainable Development and the SDGs

Sustainable development refers to a pattern of resource use that
meets present human needs without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs. Originating from the Brundtland
Commission's 1987 report Our Common Future, the concept integrates
economic growth, social equity, and environmental stewardship as

inseparable dimensions of human progress (United Nations, 2023).
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Sustainable development rejects the false binary between development and
conservation, insisting that long-term prosperity is only achievable when
ecological systems remain functional and social institutions are just and

inclusive.

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted by all 193
United Nations member states in September 2015 as part of the 2030
Agenda, represent the most ambitious and comprehensive global framework
for operationalising sustainable development. The SDGs consist of 17
interlinked goals and 169 specific targets covering poverty eradication (SDG
1), zero hunger (SDG 2), good health and well-being (SDG 3), quality
education (SDG 4), gender equality (SDG 5), clean water and sanitation
(SDG 6), affordable and clean energy (SDG 7), decent work and economic
growth (SDG 8), industry, innovation and infrastructure (SDG 9), reduced
inequalities (SDG 10), sustainable cities (SDG 11), responsible consumption
(SDG 12), climate action (SDG 13), life below water (SDG 14), life on land
(SDG 15), peace, justice and strong institutions (SDG 16), and partnerships
for the goals (SDG 17). Nigeria has formally committed to the SDGs through
the Office of the Senior Special Adviser to the President on SDGs (OSSAP-
SDGs) and has aligned its National Development Plan 2021-2030 with the
2030 Agenda (UNDP, 2023; Nigeria UN, 2024).

The Intersection Between ICTs and Development Communication

Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) and
development communication represent two interconnected domains whose
convergence has reshaped the landscape of development practice in the
twenty-first century. Development communication, which emerged in the
mid-twentieth century alongside modernisation theories, traditionally relied
on radio, television, and print media to disseminate development messages

from agricultural extension to public health campaigns. The integration of

www.ebsujmc.com



Ebonyi State University Journal of Mass Communication
ISSN: 2449-0369,Vol. 13, Issue 2, June, 2026
DOI:10.5281/zenodo. 15549026 154

ICTs into this tradition has not only expanded the channels available for
development communication but has also fundamentally altered the
communicator-audience relationship by enabling horizontal, participatory,
and decentralised communication flows (Yar'Adua, Msughter & Aliyu,
2023).

The relationship between ICTs and development communication is
bidirectional. On one hand, ICTs serve as delivery mechanisms for
development messages, enabling health ministries to reach rural
communities via mobile health platforms, allowing governments to
disseminate agricultural information through SMS-based advisory services,
and facilitating civic education campaigns through social media. On the
other hand, development communication principles, particularly
participatory communication, have influenced how ICTs are designed and
deployed for social purposes, shifting emphasis from top-down information
diffusion to dialogue-based, community-driven approaches (Yar'Adua et al.,
2023).

In Africa generally, and Nigeria specifically, the ICT4D (Information
and Communication Technologies for Development) paradigm has gained
considerable traction. Research confirms that mobile broadband expansion
in Nigeria correlates with improved small business performance, enhanced
agricultural productivity, and better access to financial services (Saba,
Ngepah & Odhiambo, 2024). The rise of social media has enabled civil
society organisations to hold governments accountable, mobilise youth for
civic action, as witnessed in the #EndSARS protests of 2020, and amplify
development narratives that traditional media often neglect. Challenges
persist, however, including the digital divide between urban and rural
populations, gendered disparities in ICT access, and the spread of
misinformation through unregulated digital channels. These challenges

demand that development communicators develop critical, contextually
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appropriate frameworks for deploying ICTs in pursuit of the SDGs.

Digital Communication Strategies in Nigeria's Development Context

Nigeria's digital communication landscape has evolved considerably
over the past decade, driven by a growing youth population, expanding
mobile penetration, and deliberate government policies aimed at digital
transformation. The country's Federal Ministry of Communications,
Innovation and Digital Economy launched a 2023-2027 strategic blueprint
that positions digital communication at the heart of Nigeria's economic
growth agenda (Federal Ministry of Communications, 2023). Within this
context, numerous digital communication strategies have been identified and
deployed as tools for sustainable development. The following ten strategies

are particularly noteworthy:

1. Social Media Advocacy and Campaigning: Platforms like
Twitter/X, Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok are used by civil
society, government agencies, and development organisations to
advocate for policy change, raise public awareness, and mobilise
communities. The #EndSARS campaign in 2020, which leveraged
Twitter to organise nationwide protests against police brutality,
exemplifies how social media can generate civic pressure for
governance reform aligned with SDG 16 (peace, justice, and strong

institutions).

2. Mobile Health Communication (mHealth): SMS-based and app-
driven health communication campaigns are employed to
disseminate maternal health information, vaccination reminders, and
disease prevention messages to communities across Nigeria.
Organisations like the National Primary Health Care Development
Agency (NPHCDA) use WhatsApp broadcast lists and SMS blasts to

reach health workers and communities in support of SDGs 3 and 5.
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3. Digital Agricultural Extension Services: The Federal Ministry of
Agriculture and rural development organisations deploy digital
platforms such as the Nigeria Agricultural Transformation Agenda
Support Programme (ATASP) and mobile applications like
Farmcrowdy and Hello Tractor to connect smallholder farmers with
extension advice, market information, and financial services,
contributing to SDGs 1,2, and 8.

4. E-Governance and Digital Public Service Delivery: Federal and
state agencies increasingly provide citizen-facing services digitally,
including the National Identity Management Commission's digital
ID system (NIN), the Federal Inland Revenue Service (FIRS) online
tax filing portal, and the Corporate Affairs Commission's online
business registration portal. These support SDG 16 and SDG 17 by

improving institutional transparency and accountability.

5. Digital Journalism and Investigative Reporting: Online media
platforms such as Premium Times, The Punch Online, and Peoples
Gazette deploy digital investigative journalism to expose corruption,
environmental degradation, and social injustice. This supports SDG

16 and holds institutions accountable.

6. Podcast and Audio Streaming for Development Education:
Development-focused podcasts distributed through platforms like
Spotify and Apple Podcasts are used to educate Nigerian audiences
on financial literacy, environmental sustainability, public health, and

civicrights, contributing to SDGs 4 and 10.

7. Community Digital Hubs and Innovation Centres: Institutions
like CcHub (Co-Creation Hub) in Lagos and Wennovation Hub in
Ibadan deploy digital communication infrastructure and
entrepreneurship education to young Nigerians, supporting SDG 8

(decent work and economic growth) and SDG 9 (innovation and

www.ebsujmc.com



Ebonyi State University Journal of Mass Communication
ISSN: 2449-0369,Vol. 13, Issue 2, June, 2026

DOI:10.5281/zenodo. 15549026 157
infrastructure).
8. Digital Financial Communication (FinTech Outreach): Fintech

10.

companies such as Flutterwave, Paystack, and Opay deploy digital
communication strategies, including app-based financial literacy
campaigns, customer education via social media, and SMS
notifications to promote financial inclusion for underserved
populations (SDG 1 and SDG 10).

Environmental Communication via Digital Platforms:
Environmental NGOs like the Environmental Rights Action/Friends
of the Earth Nigeria deploy websites, social media, and digital
petitions to communicate about oil spills, deforestation, and climate
risks in the Niger Delta and beyond, supporting SDG 13 and SDG 15.

Digital Capacity Building and E-Learning: The government's
3MTT Programme and e-learning platforms like Coursera, edX, and
locally developed platforms are used to train millions of young
Nigerians in digital skills, directly contributing to SDG 4 (quality
education) and SDG 8 (decent work), and creating the human capital
necessary for a sustainable digital economy (World Economic
Forum, 2024).

Challenges to Digital Communication for Sustainable Development in

Nigeria

Despite the proliferation of digital communication strategies in Nigeria, their

effectiveness as tools for sustainable development is constrained by a range

of structural, institutional, and socio-cultural challenges. The following ten

challenges are particularly pervasive:

1.

Digital Infrastructure Deficit: Nigeria's broadband penetration
remains limited, particularly in rural and remote areas. Fixed fibre

optic coverage is sparse, mobile broadband quality is inconsistent,
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and the rollout of 5G, while underway, is largely concentrated in
urban centres. This infrastructure gap means that large segments of
the population, especially in rural northern Nigeria, are effectively
excluded from digital development communication (Ericsson,
2023).

2. Epileptic Power Supply: Sustainable digital communication
requires reliable electricity. Nigeria's power sector crisis,
characterised by chronic load shedding and frequent outages,
severely disrupts digital communication infrastructure, forcing
individuals and institutions to rely on expensive generators. For
example, in many rural health facilities, mHealth devices and

connectivity remain non-functional due to power failures (Centre
LSD,2024).

3. High Cost of Data and Devices: Internet data in Nigeria remains
relatively expensive in relation to average household income. The
cost of smartphones and other digital devices also places meaningful
digital access beyond the reach of many Nigerians, particularly in the
north and in rural areas. This economic barrier undermines the
democratic promise of digital communication for development
(Vitalisetal., 2025).

4. Low Digital Literacy: A significant proportion of Nigeria's
population, especially among women, the elderly, and those in rural
communities, lacks the skills to effectively use digital
communication platforms. Without adequate digital literacy, even
well-designed digital development communication campaigns fail to

achieve intended outcomes (Nosike, 2024).

5. Misinformation and Disinformation: The same digital platforms
that enable development communication also facilitate the rapid

spread of fake news, health misinformation, and political
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propaganda. During the COVID-19 pandemic, for example, digital
platforms were inundated with false information about vaccines,
undermining public health communication campaigns aligned with
SDG 3 (Asemah, Nwammuo & Nkwam-Uwaoma, 2022).

6. Gender Digital Divide: Women in Nigeria are significantly less
likely than men to own smartphones, access the internet, or use
digital services. This gendered gap in digital access means that digital
communication strategies disproportionately reach male audiences,
perpetuating existing inequalities and undermining the SDG 5

mandate for gender equality (Vitalis etal., 2025).
7. Regulatory and Policy Inconsistency: Nigeria's digital

communication policy environment is characterised by
inconsistency, regulatory overlap between agencies such as the
Nigerian Communications Commission (NCC) and the National
Broadcasting Commission (NBC), and periodic government
interventions — such as the 2021 Twitter ban that creates uncertainty
and restricts digital communication for development (Federal

Ministry of Communications, 2023).

8. Language and Cultural Barriers: Nigeria's extraordinary
linguistic diversity, with over 500 languages and three major regional
languages, means that most digital content, produced predominantly
in English, fails to reach a large proportion of the population.
Development communication that cannot engage audiences in their
native languages is limited in its transformative reach (Nosike,
2024).

9. Cybersecurity Threats and Privacy Concerns: The rise of
cyberfraud, data breaches, and digital harassment creates a climate of
distrust around digital platforms. This undermines civic adoption of

e-government services and digital financial communication
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strategies that are central to development outcomes (Saba et al.,
2024).

10. Urban-Rural Digital Divide: Digital communication development
strategies are heavily concentrated in Nigeria's urban centres, Lagos,
Abuja, Port Harcourt, and Kano,leaving rural communities largely
underserved. Since the majority of Nigeria's poor and vulnerable
populations live in rural areas, this urban bias in digital
communication strategy significantly limits its poverty-reduction
impact (Ericsson, 2023; Centre LSD, 2024).

Prospects of Digital Communication for Sustainable Development in
Nigeria

De. Despite the formidable challenges described above, the
prospects for digital communication as a driver of sustainable development
in Nigeria remain genuinely promising. Several converging trends suggest
that digital communication's developmental impact will intensify over the

coming decade.

First, Nigeria's demographic dividend, with over 60% of its
population under the age of 25, constitutes an enormous base of digitally
native citizens who are more comfortable with technology than any previous
generation (World Economic Forum, 2024). This youth population
represents both a target audience and a delivery force for digital development

communication.

Second, the federal government's commitment to digital transformation
through the 3MTT Programme, the National Broadband Plan, and the rollout
of 5G infrastructure signals policy-level recognition of digital
communication's developmental potential. These initiatives, if implemented
effectively, will dramatically expand digital access and capability across the

country (Federal Ministry of Communications, 2023).
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Third, the rapid growth of Nigeria's tech startup ecosystem, home to
Africa's largest concentration of unicorn startups, including Flutterwave,
Interswitch, and Andela, demonstrates that digital innovation can be
indigenously driven and contextually relevant. These companies are
pioneering digital solutions to Nigeria-specific development challenges in
areas from financial inclusion to agricultural market access (World

Economic Forum, 2024).

Fourth, the growing integration of artificial intelligence and big data
analytics into development communication offers new possibilities for
personalised, targeted, and evidence-based communication strategies.
Mobile-based health diagnostic tools, Al-powered agricultural advisory
platforms, and data-driven civic engagement tools are already emerging in
Nigeria's development communication landscape (Saba et al., 2024). The
combination of expanded digital infrastructure, growing digital literacy,
entrepreneurial energy, and an enabling policy environment creates the
conditions under which digital communication strategies can become truly

transformative tools for Nigeria's sustainable development.

Theoretical Framework

This study is anchored on the Development Media Theory (also
called the Development Press Theory), which was articulated as one of the
normative theories of the press within the tradition of Siebert, Peterson, and
Schramm (1956) and subsequently developed by scholars, including Denis
McQuail (1987 cited in Ezegwu, Nwodu, & Jonah, 2021). The theory posits
that in developing societies, the mass media should be mobilised in the
service of national development goals. Rather than operating purely
according to libertarian principles of press freedom or under the totalitarian
control of the state, the media in developing countries are expected to

actively support government-led development initiatives, promote national
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unity, prioritise development reporting, and use communication as a tool for
social change (McQuail, 1987 cited in Ezegwu etal, 2021).

The Development Media Theory holds that the freedom of the media
must be balanced against the responsibility of media practitioners to
contribute to national development. The theory argues that communication,
including media output, should be prioritised towards informing, educating,
and mobilising citizens in support of development goals. It further argues
that communication systems should be structured to reflect national
development needs, serve underrepresented communities, and foster
participation rather than passive information consumption. The theory is
particularly relevant to contexts like Nigeria, where the media and
increasingly digital communication actors bear a special responsibility to
serve a population grappling with persistent poverty, inequality, and

governance failures.

Yar'Adua, Msughter and Usman (2023) applied the Development
Media Theory in their study of digital media, development, and social
change in Nigeria, arguing that while digital media carries the potential to
transform Nigeria's development landscape, structural barriers and Western
cultural biases in digital content limit the theory's realisable potential. They
contend that for digital media to fulfil its development mandate, it must be
grounded in Nigerian social realities and guided by deliberate development
communication frameworks. Similarly, Anyanwu and Chukwuma (2024), in
their examination of indigenous knowledge development in Nigeria,
anchored on the Development Media Theory using the library research
method, demonstrated that the theory remains highly applicable to
contemporary digital communication contexts in Nigeria, particularly where
digital platforms are deployed to preserve and amplify indigenous

development knowledge.

The Development Media Theory directly and productively links to
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this study. Digital communication strategies in Nigeria, from e-governance
to social media advocacy to mobile Health campaigns, are precisely the
kinds of media-driven development interventions the theory envisions. The
theory provides the normative foundation for assessing whether these
strategies are adequately oriented towards development goals, sufficiently
participatory, and genuinely accessible to the populations most in need of

development communication.

Methodology

This study adopted the library research method, which relies
primarily on secondary data gathered from existing published sources,
including peer-reviewed journal articles, institutional reports, government
policy documents, books, and credible online resources. The library research
method, also referred to as documentary or desk research, involves the
systematic collection, review, and analysis of secondary data to build
conceptual and analytical frameworks without primary data collection
(Asemah, Ekhareafo & Okpanachi, 2022). It is particularly appropriate for
conceptual and theoretical studies that seek to synthesise existing knowledge
and identify patterns, gaps, and prospects in a given field of inquiry. Nyamari
(2024) notes that desk research enables researchers to leverage accumulated
scholarly knowledge to generate new analytical insights, making it
especially suited to policy-oriented communication research. Anyanwu and
Chukwuma (2024) similarly employed the library research method in their
study of mass media and indigenous knowledge development in Nigeria,
affirming its adequacy for development communication scholarship. The
validity and reliability of this study's findings are therefore grounded in the
quality and currency of the secondary sources consulted, all of which fall
within the 2022-2026 scholarly time frame.
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Conclusion

This paper has examined digital communication strategies as tools
for sustainable development in Nigeria, exploring conceptual foundations,
development-relevant strategies, challenges, and prospects within the
framework of the Development Media Theory. The study established that a
diverse range of digital communication strategies from social media
advocacy to mHealth, e-governance, digital journalism, and e-learning, are
actively shaping Nigeria's development communication landscape.
However, their transformative potential is significantly constrained by
infrastructural deficits, digital illiteracy, power supply failures, high data
costs, and the persistent urban-rural divide. The Development Media Theory
provides a compelling normative framework for orienting digital
communication actors, governments, civil society, media institutions, and
the private sector towards Nigeria's sustainable development imperatives.
Ultimately, the realisation of the SDGs in Nigeria will require not only
physical and economic investments but also a coherent, inclusive, and
strategically deployed digital communication architecture that places the

most vulnerable citizens at the centre.
Recommendations

1. The Nigerian government should prioritise rural broadband,
renewable-powered digital hubs, and affordable devices to bridge the

digital divide and reach underserved communities.

2. Stakeholders should expand digital literacy programmes for women,
the elderly, and rural populations to strengthen SDG-aligned

communication effectiveness.

3. Content should be produced in indigenous languages like Hausa,
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Yoruba, and Igbo to improve inclusivity and reduce inequalities.

4. Government should harmonise regulations, resolve NCC and NBC
overlaps, and ensure a transparent policy environment enabling

confident digital communication for SDGs nationwide.
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