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Abstract
The study presents an overview on population dynamics of the two main religious
affiliations in Nigeria: Christian and Muslim religions. The population of the two groups
was estimated at 30-year intervals (1930, 1960, 1990, 2020). Data used for the recon-
struction came from three population censuses and from ten demographic sample sur-
veys. Population growth rates of Christians and Muslims were compared with estimates
of net fertility derived from the same demographic surveys over the 1960 to 2020
period. Results were overall consistent and showed major trends over time: the rise of
Christian religions and the fluctuations of Muslim religions as main affiliation, and as a
consequence the apparent decline of African traditional religions. Between 1980 and
2010, both monotheist religions shared approximately half of the population. However,
since 1995 the growth rate of the Muslim population became higher than that of the
Christian population. In particular, population growth in the Northern part of the coun-
try, mainly Muslim, was outstanding. Recent trends could have serious implications in
the future, and in particular could lead to demographic imbalance between the two
groups, could raise serious environmental issues, especially in the North, and could
have numerous political and social consequences.

Keywords
population growth, religion, Christianism, Islam, Nigeria

1Department of Statistics and Population Studies, University of the Western Cape, Cape Town, South Africa
2MRC/Wits Rural Public Health and Health Transitions Research Unit, School of Public Health, Faculty of

Health Sciences, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South Africa
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Introduction

Nigeria is the most populated country in Africa, with an estimated population of
229million in 2024. It underwent a rapid population growth for a long time: its
population was hardly more than 14million in 1900, was estimated at 45million in
1960, and is predicted to reach 377million in 2050. The country, as it is now
defined, was created by British colonization around 1900, first as two protectorates
(northern and southern), then as a single entity (1923), which became independent
in 1960. The country is in fact a complex composition of some 500 ethnic groups,
and brought together numerous local kingdoms and smaller communities. The
high population growth rate (on average 25 per 1000 from 1960 to 2024) is due to
persistent high fertility (about five children per woman in recent demographic sur-
veys) combined with declining mortality (DHS Program 2024; Garenne 2019;
Mberu and Reed 2014; Obono 2003; United Nations Population Division 2022).

The country encompasses a variety of ecological areas, usually grouped in three
large zones: the North (arid, Sahelian), the Center (Jos plateau), and the South
(tropical, humid). Population dynamics and structures vary considerably between
the large zones. The country is now divided into 36 states plus the Abuja Federal
Capital Territory, usually grouped into 6 geopolitical zones (North-East, North-
West, North-Central, South-East, South-South, South-West), the grouping used in
demographic surveys. The geopolitical zones differ in population dynamics, popu-
lation composition, ethnicity, income, level of education, and in particular in reli-
gious affiliation, with a major divide between Northern areas (predominantly
Muslim), Central areas (mixed religions), and Southern areas (predominantly
Christian). The share of the population between the two dominant groups (Muslim
and Christian) has been the source of numerous studies, debates and conflicting
results, in particular at the end of the twentieth century, when both groups shared
about half of the population (Apard 2015; Hackett, Cooperman, and Ritchey
2015; McKinnon 2021; Pérouse de Montclos 2021a, 2021b). For instance, Apard
(2015) considers that Muslims and Christians are ‘‘in equal parts’’ and that their
dynamics are the same. In contrast, the Pew Foundation report (Hackett et al.
2015) sees a major increase in the proportions of Muslims. McKinnon (2021)
argues that the proportion of Christians is still growing and reaching 69 percent of
the adult population, while Pérouse de Monclos (2021a, 2021b) emphasizes the
inconsistencies between the various estimates.

The aim of this study was to review the population dynamics of Muslims and
Christians in Nigeria over a long period of time (1930–2020). The study starts with
a brief history of religious affiliations, then continues with a formal demographic
analysis, and concludes with possible implications of these dynamics.

Background on Religious Affiliations in Nigeria

A great variety of African traditional religions existed in ancient times in Nigeria,
as in neighboring countries. Islam was first introduced in the Sahel (northern
areas) by North African invaders and traders following two routes: a route
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originating from Sudan ending in the North-East (Kanem and Borno) in the ele-
venth century, and a route originating from Morocco and Western Sahel along the
Niger river in the North-West (Hausaland, Sokoto) in the fourteenth century
(Clarke 1982; Pérouse de Montclos 2021a, 2021b). However, for a long time Islam
seems to have been restricted to elites and traders. Islam spread among the north-
ern populations in the nineteenth century, following the conquest of Usman Dan
Fodio, a Fulani leader. The Fulani jihad imposed a rigorous Islam (Sunni, of
Maliki rite), and created the Sokoto Caliphate (1807) in the North-West, while the
North-East was organized around the Borno Sultanate. By 1900, the large majority
of northern populations had converted to Islam. The Muslim kingdoms (Caliphate
and Sultanate) were abolished in 1903 by British colonizers. Islam also spread to
the South-West in the nineteenth and twentieth century, following traders and
migrants. After 1980, new Muslim obediences emerged, in particular Salafism and
radical groups such as Boko Haram. Islamic law (shari’a) was reintroduced in
1999 in 12 northern states (Apard 2015; Perouse de Montclos et al. 2021a, 2021b).

Christian religion (Catholicism) was first introduced by Portuguese traders and
missionaries in the South, along the coast, in the sixteenth century (Calabar,
Lagos). It spread inland in the South with British colonization in the twentieth cen-
tury (Anglican Church). Later, numerous missionary groups from Europe and
North America introduced other protestant churches (Methodist, Presbyterian,
Baptist, etc.). Lastly, new churches (Evangelical, Pentecostal) as well as numerous
African churches of Christian obedience emerged after 1970, and spread in the
Southern and Central areas (Onoja 2009). At the end of colonization and after
independence, Christians arrived in the northern areas with civil servants, traders
and migrants.

An abundant literature covers the complex history of religion dynamics over the
past two centuries, which is beyond the scope of this paper (Ayandele 1966;
Azumah and Sanneh 2013; Ekechi 1972; Kalu and Nnaemeka 2005; Kitause and
Achunike 2013; Ojo 2006). The current situation appears as a complex mosaic of a
great variety of religious affiliations: Christian, Muslim, and African traditional
religions. Note that both monotheist and traditional religions could be worshipped
at the same time. The population became very religious, as shown by the fact that
some 92 percent of the population acknowledge praying at least once a day for a
monotheist (Abrahamic) religion; 88 percent of Christians go to Church and 87
percent of Muslims go to Mosque every week; 89 percent of believers fast during
Lent or Ramadan (Lugo 2010). This will appear clearly in demographic surveys, in
particular the divide between Christians, Muslims, and others, as people answer
clearly the question about their main religious affiliation.

Data and Methods

The aim of the study was to document, explain, and reconstruct the dynamics of
religious affiliations in the country, in the hope to give arguments for predicting
what could happen in the next generation. The focus is on the three main groups:
Muslims, Christians, and Others.
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Data

Several data sources were used for the calculations. Firstly, the total population of
the country was taken from the United Nations Population Division (WPP-2022):
estimates for the 1950 to 2020 period, as well as projections up to 2050. For periods
before 1950, a reconstruction was made by retro-projection taking into account
early censuses (1931 and 1954) and population counts made during the colonial
period (Iro 1987; Ostien 2012).

Secondly, the breakdown of the population by main religious affiliation was
studied from two sources: three censuses conducted in 1931, 1952, and 1963 (other
censuses did not ask about religion), and 10 demographic sample surveys con-
ducted in 1982, 1990, 1999, 2003, 2008, 2010, 2013, 2015, 2018, 2021, parts of the
World Fertility Surveys (WFS), of the Demographic and Health surveys (DHS)
and the Malaria Indicators Surveys (MIS). All demographic surveys are based on
the same model: a nationally representative sample of women age 15 to 49. They
provide religious affiliations in three groups: Christian, Muslim, Other &
Unknown, the last one including mostly traditional religions. Note that census
data include the religion of the population of all ages, sometimes only the head of
household (1952 census in the North), while demographic surveys include religion
among women age 15 to 49, and occasionally among men age 15 to 59. When
available, data on men and women were compared and found to be equivalent (in
five DHS surveys), and only the information on women was used in this study.
The typical question asked in demographic surveys was: ‘‘What is your religion?’’

Thirdly, the same demographic surveys provided data on the mean number of
children surviving among women age 20 to 49, needed for estimating net reproduc-
tion rates in the 30 years before survey. Lastly, the demographic surveys also pro-
vided the mean age at childbearing (the mean length of a generation), close to
29 years in all groups (by geopolitical zone or religion). Final estimates are pre-
sented with 30 years intervals for simplicity (1930, 1960, 1990, 2020) and projec-
tions are proposed for 2050.

The basic characteristics of the demographic surveys are displayed in the Annex
Table A1. In brief, these are household surveys, based on random samples repre-
sentative of the national population. Sampling is usually stratified by state (37) and
urban/rural areas (2). In some cases, stratification was simpler, such as geopolitical
zone (6) and urban/rural (2), while in the earlier surveys stratification was based
only on urban/rural areas (2). All details of the sampling method, sample size and
confidence intervals of estimates can be found in survey reports available on DHS
web site.

Methods

In theory, population growth is studied by calculating directly growth rates from
censuses and vital registration. However, vital registration is incomplete in Nigeria
and cannot be used, not counting the fact that most vital registration systems
(VRS) around the world do not mention religion. So, in order to reconstruct and
understand the population dynamics of the three groups it was necessary to use
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surveys and models. In a first step, trends in the proportion of each religious group
over the 1930 to 2020 period was fitted with Logit polynomial models, since trends
were not linear. In a second step, net reproduction rates were calculated from sur-
vey data, as explained below.

Population Growth and Net Reproduction

This study uses the properties of stable populations (constant fertility and mor-
tality rates, no migration). In a stable state, the size of the population at time (t),
noted P(t), is increasing at a constant rate (r) over a time period (t) from an ori-
gin (t= 0; cross-sectional or period approach). So, the difference in growth rates
between two groups (labeled r1 and r2) determines the relative size of the two
populations (P2/P1).

r2� r1ð Þ3t= Ln
P2 tð Þ
P1 tð Þ

� �
� Ln

P2 0ð Þ
P1 0ð Þ

� �

The population growth of each group is determined by its net reproduction rate
(NRR; longitudinal or cohort approach). More important, the difference in popu-
lation growth rates between two groups (as Christian and Muslim), labeled (r2 –
r1), determines the relative size of the two populations, and is given by a simple
formula:

r2� r1ð Þ3A= Ln NRR2
NRR1

� �

where A is the mean age at childbearing, and NRRi is the net reproduction of
group (i). The ratio NRR2/NRR1 can be calculated as the ratio of children surviv-
ing among women age 20 to 49 (SURV2/SURV1), which summarizes the past
30 years. This ratio can also be used for making projections, assuming constant
ratios of net reproduction rates over time. These calculations assume that the
SURVi are proportional by age of women (verified empirically), and that the sex-
ratio at birth and the mean age at childbearing are approximately the same in the
two groups (also verified empirically). Note that the mean number of surviving
children among women age 20 to 49 corresponds approximately to 60 percent of
the complete net family size (the mean number of surviving children among women
age 50). For instance, a value of 3.0 corresponds roughly to a complete net family
size of 5 surviving children per woman at age 50, and to a total fertility of 6 chil-
dren ever born.

The above formula says that the ratio of the size of two populations is deter-
mined by the ratio of net fertility rates in the past 30 years. For instance, if two
groups of women age 20 to 49 have different mean number of surviving children
(say 2.0 and 3.0), they will grow at different rates, the difference between both rates
(r2 – r1)= (Ln(3.0/2.0))/29=14 per 1000. If these two groups were of equal size
at onset (50% and 50%), they will differ by a ratio of 3/2 after 29 years, so that
group 2 will account for 60 percent and group 1 for 40 percent of the population,
regardless of the rate of natural increase of the total population.
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Results

Trends in Religious Affiliations: 1930 to 2020

Trends in religious affiliations were reconstructed from census and survey data
(Figure 1, Table 1). Despite differences in sources (censuses and surveys), variations
due to sample size in surveys, and inaccuracy of some data, results were remark-
ably consistent. The first striking finding is the emergence of monotheist faiths and
the corresponding apparent decline of the other group. If traditional religions
accounted for 56.8 percent of the population in 1931, this proportion was only 31.5
percent in 1953, 18.5 percent in 1963 (census data), 10.6 percent at the first 1982
survey, and 0.4 percent at the last 2021 survey. Traditional religions were sup-
planted by monotheist religions as the main affiliation within less than a century.
This happened mainly to the benefit of Christians because conversions happened
primarily in the Southern and Central parts of the country, the Northern part being
largely Muslim already in 1930.

The proportion of Christians increased rapidly after 1931 (4.5%), to reach a
maximum in year 2000 (51.7%), to decline later on, reaching 42.6 percent in 2021
(Figure 1, Table 1). The earlier increasing trend was mainly due to conversions
from traditional religions, while the later decline was mainly due to the faster pop-
ulation growth of the Muslim group, as will be seen below.

The proportion of Muslims underwent fluctuations (Figure 1, Table 1). It first
increased from 1931 (38.7%) to 1953 (47.4%), then it stabilized and slowly declined
to reach a low 44.6 percent in 1990, before increasing again and reaching 56.9 per-
cent in 2021. These fluctuations are complex, because they are due to several

Figure 1. Reconstruction of religious affiliations from censuses and surveys, Nigeria, 1930 to
2020.
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concurrent phenomenon: some conversions in the Northern and Central areas, and
differential population growth between Muslims and Christians because of differ-
ential fertility and mortality rates, as will be seen below. The complexity of these
trends was the source of mis-understanding and numerous debates (Hackett et al.
2015; McKinnon 2021; Pérouse de Montclos 2021a, 2021b).

Population Growth from 1930 to 2020

Over the 90-year period (from 1930 to 2020), the growth of Christian and Muslim
populations was just amazing (Table 1). When the total population increased from
19.3million in 1930 to 208million in 2020 (average growth of 26.4 per 1000 per
year), over the same period of time the Christian population increased from 0.8mil-
lion to 90.5million (average growth of 51.7 per 1000), and the Muslim population
from 7.4million to 116.7million (average growth of 30.9 per 1000). As a conse-
quence of almost universal conversions to monotheist religions, the population fol-
lowing only traditional cults almost disappeared (from 11.0million to 1.2million;
Table 2).

Trends in Net Reproduction by Religion

Fertility and mortality rates are not homogenous in Nigeria, and vary not only by
various socio-economic criteria (level of education, urban residence, state, house-
hold wealth, etc.) but also by religion. The demographic surveys provide useful

Table 1. Distribution of Religious Affiliation in Censuses and Demographic Surveys, Nigeria.

Survey year, type Religious affiliation Total (%)

Christian (%) Muslim (%) Other & Unk. (%)

Census
1931 4.5 38.7 56.8 100.0
1953 21.1 47.4 31.5 100.0
1963 34.3 47.2 18.5 100.0

Survey
1982-WFS 46.0 43.4 10.6 100.0
1990-DHS 47.7 47.5 4.8 100.0
1999-DHS 54.5 43.4 2.1 100.0
2003-DHS 48.0 50.7 1.4 100.0
2008-DHS 53.6 44.4 2.0 100.0
2010-MIS 48.1 50.0 1.9 100.0
2013-DHS 46.8 51.7 1.4 100.0
2015-MIS 47.8 51.6 0.6 100.0
2018-DHS 46.0 53.5 0.6 100.0
2021-MIS 41.1 58.5 0.4 100.0

Source. Census: Ostien (2012): Surveys: DHS program (2024).
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information on net reproduction. Considering the mean number of surviving chil-
dren among women age 20 to 49 reveals major differences in levels and trends
between Christians and Muslims (Figure 2, Table 3). From 1982 to 1995, net ferti-
lity was higher among Christians, providing an advantage in population growth.
The situation was reversed thereafter, and from 1995 to 2021 Muslims had higher
net fertility. Differences were large. In 1982, Christians had 23 percent higher net
fertility, and by 2021 Muslims had 41 percent higher net fertility, providing a large
advantage in population growth.

Implications for Population Growth

The implications of differential net fertility for population growth of the two
groups and for the relative share of the two main monotheist religions are consid-
erable (Figure 3). While the difference in population growth between Muslims and
Christians was 26.9 per 1000 in 1982, it was +11.5 per 1000 in 2018 to 2021

Table 2. Reconstruction of Religious Affiliations from Censuses and Surveys, Nigeria
(Population in Million).

Year Total Christian Muslim Others

1930 19.284 0.829 7.430 11.025
1960 44.928 12.746 21.221 10.961
1990 95.214 48.005 42.472 4.737
2020 208.327 90.454 116.724 1.150

Figure 2. Trends in net fertility, by religious affiliation, Nigeria, 1982 to 2021 (from demographic
surveys, women age 20–49).
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(compared with an average growth of 26.2 per 1000 for the whole population). It
seems that the rapid trends in differential net fertility from 1982 to 2021 tended to
stabilize in the recent years. Assuming that this difference will remain constant in
the next 30 years, by 2050 the proportions of Muslims would be 64.6 percent and
the ratio of Muslims to Christians would be 1.82 to 1. Of course, these are only
projections based on hazardous hypotheses, and given the major changes that
occurred in the past 40 years, one could expect changing trends in the future. Note

Table 3. Mean Number of Surviving Children in Demographic Surveys, Women Age 20 to 49,
Nigeria.

Survey year, type Religious affiliation Ratio Muslim/Christian

Christian Muslim Other & Unk.

1982-WFS 3.505 2.851 3.186 0.813
1990-DHS 3.322 2.937 3.724 0.884
1999-DHS 2.916 3.153 3.827 1.081
2003-DHS 2.648 3.302 4.037 1.247
2008-DHS 2.612 3.476 3.689 1.331
2010-MIS 2.771 3.511 3.000 1.267
2013-DHS 2.624 3.580 3.854 1.364
2015-MIS 2.700 3.609 3.192 1.337
2018-DHS 2.626 3.705 3.806 1.411
2021-MIS 2.614 3.692 2.695 1.412

Source. Author’s calculations, from surveys.

Figure 3. Impact of net fertility on differential population growth rates of Muslims and
Christians, Nigeria.
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that the Pew foundation expected similar trends, with 59 percent Muslim and 39
percent Christian by 2050 (Hackett et al. 2015; Pew Research Center 2012).

Matching Population Growth and Net Fertility

The information between population growth and net fertility appears overall con-
sistent. By 1990 the proportion of the population in the category ‘‘other and
unknown’’ was already small (5.0%), so that conversions played a minor role in
the dynamics of Christian and Muslim populations. Between 1990 and 2020, the
Christian population grew at an average rate of 19.8 per 1000, while that of the
Muslim population grew at 34.7 per 1000. The difference (+14.9 per 1000) is con-
sistent with that found in the difference implied by net fertility (+11.5 per 1000),
although somewhat higher. This relatively small difference could be due to a vari-
ety of factors: firstly, the changing rates over time, and secondly (and potentially)
to conversions or to other independent factors, such as international migration. A
further comparison was done by comparing period estimates of fertility trends in
demographic surveys (from age specific fertility rates) with the cohort estimates of
fertility (children ever born): trends were identical and differences were small
(within 65%).

Geographical Divide

Population dynamics vary by state in Nigeria. An analysis by state was not possible
because samples in demographic surveys were too small. However, they allowed
grouping in three categories, according to the predominant religion in each state:
state predominantly Muslim (.80%), state predominantly Christian (.80%), and
Mixed (other cases), This grouping produced three groups of comparable size: 11,
12, and 14 states respectively (see Table 4, Figure 4). The first group was 94.8 per-
cent Muslim, the second group was 46.8 percent Muslim and 52.1 percent Christian,
and the third group was 96.1 percent Christian. These three groups differed mark-
edly in level of development: urbanization (proportion urban) varied from 25.3 per-
cent to 52.8 percent, level of education (mean number of years schooling) varied
from 4.7 to 7.3, and household wealth (mean number of modern goods and ame-
nities) varied from 2.5 to 9.3 (average data for 2003–2021). Net fertility (mean num-
ber of children surviving among women age 20–49) followed similar differences:
3.75 children in predominantly Muslim states, 2.83 in Mixed states, and 2.70 in pre-
dominantly Christian states. These dynamics have consequences for the country as
a whole. Since the predominantly Muslim states (all Northern) have a faster popula-
tion growth and lower levels of development, they tend to reduce the level of devel-
opment indicators (urbanization, wealth, education) for the whole country.

Religion and Region

It would be inappropriate to attribute all regional differences to religious affilia-
tion. In particular, Muslims in the central and south-western parts of the country
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Table 4. Population Dynamics by Group of States, Nigeria, 1990 to 2020.

Characteristics Total Predominant religion in state

Muslim Mixed Christian

Nb of states 37 11 12 14
Religious composition (average)

Percent Muslim 50.6% 94.9% 47.1% 2.7%
Percent Christian 48.2% 4.5% 51.9% 95.4%
Percent other 1.2% 0.6% 1.0% 1.9%
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Population growth (1990–2020)
Growth rate/1000 26.1 35.0 29.3 13.9

Net fertility (2003–2021)
Children surviving (20–49) 3.13 3.75 2.83 2.70

Socio-economic indicators
Percent urban 39.6% 25.3% 52.8% 43.6%
Household wealth 5.869 4.397 6.879 6.578
Level of education 6.018 2.363 7.476 8.820

Note. Net fertility = mean number of surviving children to women age 20 to 49; Household wealth = mean

number of modern goods and amenities; Level of education = mean number of years of schooling.

Figure 4. Map of Nigeria, with predominant religious affiliations.
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have characteristics closer to those of Christians living in the same areas than to
those of Muslims in the northern areas of the country (Table 5). On average for
surveys conducted from 2003 to 2021, and compared with the average for the
country, Muslims in the northern parts of the country had higher net fertility
(3.79), and lower levels of urbanization (26.7%), household wealth (4.79) and edu-
cation (2.40). In contrast, Muslims in other areas (Central and South West) had an
average net fertility (3.03), were somewhat more urbanized (52.3% vs. 39.6%), had
more wealth (7.14 vs. 6.30), and were somewhat more educated (6.61 vs. 6.25).
Christians and others had lower net fertility (2.66), and higher levels of urbaniza-
tion, household wealth and education than average (Table 5, Figure 5).

Table 5. Population Characteristics by Religious Affiliation and Region of Residence, Women
Age 15 to 49, Nigeria, 2003 to 2021.

Characteristics Total Muslims in
Northern
areas

Muslims in
other areas

Christians
and others

Pct population 100.0% 38.1% 13.0% 48.9%
Net fertility: surviving children 2.55 3.07 2.49 2.17
Socio-economic indicators

Percent urban 39.6% 26.7% 52.3% 46.4%
Household wealth 6.30 4.79 7.14 7.25
Level of education 6.25 2.40 6.61 9.16

Note. Fertility = mean number of surviving children to women age 15 to 49; Household wealth = mean

number of modern goods and amenities; Level of education = mean number of years of schooling.

Figure 5. Net fertility (mean number of children surviving), among women age 20 to 49, by
religion and region, Nigeria, 2003 to 2021.
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In a multivariate analysis on individual women age 20 to 49 (N=120,792) the
level of net fertility appeared determined mainly by level of education, area of resi-
dence (living in northern areas) and by religion, while household wealth and urban
residence played only a minor role. For an average women age 32, one standard
deviation of level of education (+5.7 years of schooling) reduced the mean number
of children surviving by 20.57, while living in the northern areas increased it by
+0.26 and being Muslim by +0.26 (out of an average of 3.15 children surviving).
In brief, uneducated Muslim women living in the Northern areas had on average
3.66 children, while educated (12 years of schooling) Christian women living in the
Central or Southern areas had on average 2.01 children. These differences have seri-
ous implications for population growth (Table 6).

Discussion

The study confirmed earlier work and trends found all over sub-Saharan Africa:
the emergence of monotheist religions as the main affiliation, and the correspond-
ing decline of traditional religions as sole religious affiliation (Hackett et al. 2015;
Lugo 2010). In Nigeria, the emergence of Christianism was spectacular in the twen-
tieth century and led to a balanced distribution between Christians and Muslims at
the end of the century. However, recent dynamics due to higher net fertility of
Muslims could lead to serious imbalance between the two groups in the long run.

In African countries, the gap between net fertility of Muslims and Christians is
usually small, within a 610 percent range, except in countries where one of the reli-
gious groups is very small and marginal. So, the large gap found in Nigeria
(+40%) appears outstanding, and is the largest among countries with DHS sur-
veys. However, it is not unique and is also found in nearby countries sharing the
same religious composition, such as Benin, Togo, and Cameroon, although at a
lower level.

Table 6. Results of Multivariate Analysis of Net Fertility, Women Age 20 to 49, Nigeria, 2003
to 2021 (N = 120,792 Women).

Variable Beta coefficient Standard error p-value Net effect

Constant 6.5624 0.0175 \1026*
Age (baseline = 50 years) 2.1648 0.0006 \1026* 23.01
Religion = Muslim +.2554 0.0142 \1026* +0.26
Region = North +.2593 0.0142 \1026* +0.26
Urban residence 2.1203 0.0123 \1026* 20.12
Household wealth +.0037 0.0018 .046* +0.01
Level of education 2.0997 0.0013 \1026* 20.57

Note. Net fertility = mean number of surviving children; Household wealth = mean number of modern goods

and amenities; Level of education = mean number of years of schooling. Net effect = direct for dummies

(religion, region, residence); 1 standard deviation for others (wealth, education), average for age (age 32 year).

*p\.05.
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The case of Nigeria appears also outstanding, as one of the few areas in Africa
with divergent trends in net fertility by religion over the past 40 years. If net fertility
of Christians declined by 25 percent in 39 years between 1982 and 2021, that of
Muslims increased by +30 percent over the same period. The large increase among
Muslims seems to be related more with geographical location and level of develop-
ment than with religion itself. The situation of Northern Nigeria (+42% increase
in net fertility in 39 years) appears outstanding, and close to that of nearby Niger,
the country with the highest fertility in Africa over the past 30 years. In Niger, net
fertility also increased in 20 years from 1992 to 2012, by 20 percent in the country
as a whole and by 27 percent in the rural areas, which are trends similar to those of
Northern Nigeria. In contrast, in other areas of Nigeria, net fertility declined in
both the Central areas (211%) and the Southern areas (226%).

One could discuss at length the data quality and the minor inconsistencies
between the sources. For instance, small sample size of some demographic surveys
(in particular the MIS surveys), as well as inaccuracy of some survey data (in par-
ticular the 1999 DHS) could explain some of the minor inconsistencies between
survey data. However, long term trends were found overall consistent, and consis-
tent with estimates of net fertility. One could discuss also some of the technical
details. For instance, the use of cohort estimates at time of a survey (children sur-
viving) instead of precise period estimates over long periods of time to account for
differences in population growth between Christians and Muslims. Calculations of
growth rates associated with net fertility also assumed the same mean length of
generation, and the same sex-ratio at birth between groups. Available data show
that these minor inaccuracies were unlikely to affect the main results, and indeed
trends were found consistent over long periods of time.

Implications of these population trends are numerous. Firstly, the balance
between the populations of the three main ecological areas (Northern, Central,
Southern) is likely to change in the future. Historically, the North was probably
more populated, then people moved from the Sahelian parts to the Atlantic coast
in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth century, because of new trade routes,
and in particular the slave trade. Recent trends from 1960 to 2020 appeared more
stable, but differential population growth could lead to serious imbalance between
North and South in the long run. In addition, migration for state to state as well
as international migration could affect these dynamics.

Implications of high population growth on the environment are likely to be dra-
matic in the future in Nigeria. Furthermore, these consequences could be more
severe in the North, firstly because faster population growth, and secondly because
this area has a more vulnerable Sahelian environment (Ogundipe, Obi, and
Ogundipe 2020; Omofonmwan and Osa-Edoh 2008; Oyetunji et al. 2020; Yahaya
et al. 2020).

This study focused on the two leading religious affiliations (Christian and
Muslim), as declared in demographic surveys. This divide hides a very complex sit-
uation in the Nigerian society. Firstly, the memory and practices of traditional reli-
gions remained vivid in the population over the years. Secondly, there was a
revival of traditional religions in recent years, especially in Southern Nigeria (Agbo
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2024; Nwaka 2020; Uwaegbute 2021a), sometimes called ‘‘neopaganism,’’ or
‘‘revivalist group,’’ or ‘‘New-Age sect.’’ This revival was also documented in maga-
zines (Aneke 2021; Uwaegbute 2021b), and in dissertations (Oknokwo 2024). It is
beyond the scope of this paper to further discuss these new issues.

Lastly, populations trends could have numerous implications for political equili-
brium. Nigeria has witnessed serious conflicts since independence, some having a
religious dimension, such as radical Islamist movements in the North (in particular
Boko Haram), and numerous violent events with a religious dimension all over the
country (Ammah 2007; Basedau et al. 2011; Dowd 2016). The balance between
Christians and Muslims in political and religious organizations, has been obtained
after difficult negotiations, and based on a quasi-equal share of the two religions
(Adekunle 2009; Pérouse de Montclos 2021a, 2021b; Thurston 2020). This equili-
brium could be compromised in the future if the demographic balance is changed.

The Nigerian political authorities took a great care in maintaining an equili-
brium between religious affiliations since independence (Ammah 2007; Dowd
2016). Let us hope that this will continue in order to maintain peace and equity
whatever the demographic trends in the various regions of the country.
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et controverses: Un Débat Avec, Contre. et Sans les Nombres.’’ Archives de Sciences

Sociales des Religions 195:205–219. Retrieved April 7, 2025 (https://shs.cairn.

info/article/ASSR_195_0205).

Pew Research Center. 2012. ‘‘The Global Religious Landscape.’’ Retrieved April 7, 2025

(https://www.pewforum.org/2012/12/18/global-religious-landscape-exec/).

Thurston, Alexander. 2020. ‘‘Nigeria: Between Formal and Informal Religious Regulation.’’

Pp. 62–84 in Faith in the Balance: Regulating Religious Affairs in Africa, edited by H.

Malka. New York, NY: Rowman and Littlefield.

United Nations Population Division. (2022). ‘‘World Population Prospects (WPP).’’

Retrieved November 11, 2024. (https://population.un.org/wpp/).

Uwaegbute, Kingsley Ikechukwu. 2021a. ‘‘Christianity and Masquerade Practices among

the Youth in Nsukka, Nigeria.’’ African Studies 80(1):49–59. doi:10.1080/00020184.2021

.1886049

Uwaegbute, Kingsley Ikechukwu. 2021b. ‘‘Why Young Nigerians are Returning to

Masquerade Rituals, Even in a Christian community.’’ The Conversation Africa.

Retrieved April 7, 2025 (https://theconversation.com/why-young-nigerians-arereturning-

to-masquerade-rituals-even-in-achristian-community-160).

Yahaya, Nura Sani, Mustapha Hussaini, and Abubakar Baba Bashir. 2020. ‘‘Population

Growth and Environmental Degradation in Nigeria.’’ Academic Journal of Economic

Studies 6(1):31–35. (http://hdl.handle.net/11159/4662)

Author Biography

Michel Garenne, PhD, is a demographer who specialized in the demography of African
countries.

Garenne 17

https://shs.cairn.info/article/ASSR_195_0205
https://shs.cairn.info/article/ASSR_195_0205
https://www.pewforum.org/2012/12/18/global-religious-landscape-exec/
https://population.un.org/wpp/
https://theconversation.com/why-young-nigerians-arereturning-to-masquerade-rituals-even-in-achristian-community-160
https://theconversation.com/why-young-nigerians-arereturning-to-masquerade-rituals-even-in-achristian-community-160
http://hdl.handle.net/11159/4662


Annex

Table A1. Basic Characteristics of Surveys Used, Nigeria, Women Age 20 to 49.

Survey
year

Type Sampling design Number
women

Fertility (mean) Mortality
% died

Strata Clusters Households Born Surviving

1982 WFS 1 248 8,624 7,628 3.82 3.14 17.8
1990 DHS 2 299 8,999 7,169 3.99 3.16 20.8
1999 DHS 74 400 7,647 6,431 3.56 3.04 14.6
2003 DHS 12 365 7,225 5,904 3.92 3.01 23.2
2008 DHS 37 886 34,070 26,892 3.74 3.02 19.1
2010 MIS 12 240 5,895 5,253 3.79 3.15 16.9
2013 DHS 73 904 38,522 31,128 3.78 3.14 17.0
2015 MIS 74 333 7,745 6,658 3.81 3.16 17.0
2018 DHS 74 1400 40,427 33,373 3.75 3.20 14.6
2021 MIS 76 568 13,727 11,683 3.71 3.23 12.9

Note. Details of each survey can be found in survey reports and on DHS web site. WFS = World Fertility

Survey; DHS = Demographic and Health Survey; MIS = Malaria Indicator survey.
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