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Nigeria, a country of over 150 million people and a 

GDP of over $568.5billion (2014 figures) ended 

the Rio 2016 Olympics with a total of 1Bronze 

medal – its first since the Beijing 2008 games. One 

of the results of this, and other failures, is that 

Nigerians who used to be ardent followers of the 

games have over the years become passive 

observers due to declining sporting fortunes. 

Failure at successive games has left the nation’s 

image battered and bruised, turning Nigeria into a 

classic basket case for explaining exceptions to 

the norm. 

Nigeria first participated at the Summer Olympics 

Games (Olympics) at Helsinki 1952. The table 

below summarises the country’s adventure at 

every Olympics since Helsinki.

Olympics VerdictParticipation Summary

Helsinki 1952

Melbourne 1956

Rome 1960

Baseline

No Growth

No Growth

Nigeria took part in only athletics in Helsinki 1952 and 

was represented by nine athletes. They could not win 

any medal at the event. Nafiu Osagie at just 19 years 

old was the youngest of the contingent that consist-

ed of only men.

Although Nigeria did not win any medal at the 

Games, the Nation’s athletes were sure to have 

garnered some experience for future meets. 

After the experience garnering adventure of 1952, 

Nigeria took part in her second Olympics at the 1956 

games in Melbourne. The team was made up of ten 

men that took part in only athletics. The team had 

the likes of Karim Olowu, Rafiu Oluwa, Titus Erinle 

etc.

As it was four years earlier, the team did not win any 

medal but took positives from being able to gain 

some experience at the World fiesta.

At Rome 1960, Nigeria took part in another sport 

apart from athletics – boxing. The contingent 

consisted of four boxers and eight athletes.

Like in their previous two appearances, they could 

not win any medal.
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Olympics VerdictParticipation Summary

Tokyo 1964

Mexico 1968

Munich 1972

Montreal 1976

Improvement

Improvement

Not applicable

Depreciation

If Nigeria’s first three participations at the Olympics 

was all about gaining experience, now as an 

independent Nation, Nigeria won her elusive first 

medal at Tokyo 1964.

The contingent of 18 had two females, for the first 

time. 23-year-old boxer Nojim Mayegun won a 

bronze medal in the men’s light-middleweight.

Nigeria went to Mexico 1968 Olympics with a contin-

gent of 38 that included a football team. In addition 

to football, Nigeria participated in athletics and 

boxing. This time, the contingent had two women.

The football team were able to force Brazil to a 3-3 

draw in their last group match although they crashed 

out in the group stage with a solitary point. The team 

had the likes of Sebastian Brodericks, Peter Fregene 

and Paul Hamilton.

The contingent could not get on the podium at the 

games. Going by the last outing, this could not be 

regarded as a success.

In Munich 1972, Nigeria participated in only athletics 

and boxing. The contingent consisted of thirty 

athletes. Isaac Ikhuoria won Nigeria’s second Olym-

pics medal at the games. He won bronze in Boxing 

Men’s light heavyweight.

Though Nigeria won only its second ever medal, 

overall it seems little progress had been made.

Nigeria did not participate at the 1976 Olympics 

alongside some other Africa nations. They boycotted 

the Montreal Games when the International Olympic 

Committee (IOC) refused to ban New Zealand, after 

the New Zealand national rugby union team had 

toured South Africa earlier in 1976 in defiance of the 

United Nations' calls for a sporting embargo.
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Improvement

Depreciation

Olympics VerdictParticipation Summary

Moscow 1980

Los Angeles 1984

Seoul 1988

No growth

After boycotting the 1976 Olympics, Nigeria returned 

to the Olympics in 1980. For the first time, Nigeria 

took part in Wrestling and Weightlifting, in addition 

to Athletics, Boxing and Football.

Despite having a contingent of 44 athletes, the coun-

try did not win any medal. The football team did not 

fare better than their previous appearance as they 

got just a point to finish bottom of their group. The 

football team had the likes of Best Ogedegbe, Sylva-

nus Okpala, Henry Nwosu, Kadiri Ikhana and Muda 

Lawal.

Nigeria went to Los Angeles 84 with 32 athletes who 

competed in four sports - athletics, boxing, weight-

lifting and wrestling.

Peter Konyegwachie won the county’s first ever silver 

medal at the games. He won silver in the Boxing 

Men’s Featherweight event. There was also a first in 

athletics as the quartet of Innocent Egbunike, Rotimi 

Peters, Moses Ugbuisien, and Sunday Uti won bronze 

in the 4x400m to record Nigeria’s first athletics 

medal.

An improvement from the last games, especially as 

the country won her first athletics medal and first 

silver medal.

tennis, tennis and judo, the 69 athletes’ contingent 

failed to win a medal.

The football team for the umpteenth time failed to 

win a match; they lost all three group games. The 

team had the likes of Austin Eguavoen, Samson 

Siasia, Rashidi Yekini, Samuel Okwaraji and Henry 

Nwosu.

A massive failure going by the progress of 1984.
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Olympics VerdictParticipation Summary

Barcelona 1992

Atlanta 1996

Sydney 2000

Improvement

Improvement

At Barcelona 92, Nigeria was represented by 55 

athletes. Team Nigeria participated in handball and 

swimming for the first time. Also, women’s handball 

player, Barbara Diribe, became Nigeria’s youngest 

Olympian at 15 years and 273 days. It was also the 

first Olympics for then 17 years old Segun Toriola.

It was a more fruitful Olympics for Nigeria; the team 

won 3 silvers and a bronze medal.  Boxers David 

Izonritei and Richard Igbineghu won silver each while 

the quartet Davidson Ezinwa, Osmond Ezinwa, 

Olapade Adeniken and Oluyemi Kayode won silver in 

the men’s 4x100m relays. The quartet Beatrice 

Utondu, Mary Onyali, Christy Opara-Thompson and 

Faith Idehen won the bronze in the women’s 4x100m 

relay.

A contingent of 65 went to represent Nigeria at 

Atlanta 96; they took part in nine sports including 

badminton for the first time.

With 2 gold, 1 silver and 3 bronze medals, it remains 

Nigeria’s best outing till date. Chioma Ajunwa won 

Nigeria’s first individual gold medal in the women’s 

long jump. The men’s football team shocked the 

world to win their first gold medal after defeating 

favourites Brazil and Argentina in the semifinal and 

final respectively, the team had the likes of Kanu 

Nwankwo, Jay Jay Okocha, Sunday Oliseh, Taribo 

West et al.  

Mary Onyali and Falilat Ogunkoya won bronze in the 

women’s 200m and 400m while boxer Duncan 

Dokiwari won bronze in the men’s super-heavy-

weight category. A massive success for the Nation.

At the Sydney Olympics in 2000, Nigeria was repre-

sented by 83 athletes who took part in eight sports. 

Ruth Ogbeifo lifted 245kg to win silver, Nigeria’s first 

in Weightlifting. Gloria Alozie also won silver in the 

women’s 100m hurdles. Sunday Bada, Clement 

Chukwu, Jude Monye and Enefiok Udo-Obong won 

gold for Nigeria in the men’s 4X400m. they initially 

won silver but were awarded gold when a member of 

the USA team that initially won gold failed a drug 

test.
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Olympics VerdictParticipation Summary

Athens 2004

Beijing 2008

London 2012

Improvement

Depreciation

Depreciation

Nigeria made her thirteenth appearance at the 

Athens Olympics in 2004. 72 athletes featured in 10 

sports with the female basketball team making their 

debut appearance. 

Nigeria won two bronze medals at the event. The two 

medals came from the men’s 4x100m (Deji Aliu, 

Aaron Egbele, Uchenna Emedolu, Olusoji Fasuba) 

and 4x400m (Musa Audu, James Godday, Enefiok 

Udo-Obong, Saul Weigopwa) relays.

At age 36, sprinter Mary Onyali-Omagbemi became 

the first Nigerian athlete to compete in five Olympic 

Games. A failure and a clear sign of retrogression.

At Beijing 2008, Nigeria was represented by a 

contingent of 74 athletes that took part in 10 sports. 

Nigeria won one silver and three bronze medals.

Chika Chukwumerije (taekwondo), Franca Idoko, 

Gloria Kemasuode, Halimat Ismaila, Oludamola Osay-

omi and Agnes Osazuwa (women’s 4x100m) and 

Blessing Okagbare (long jump) won bronze medals 

while the men’s football team clinched silver after 

losing 2-1 to a Lionel Messi-inspired Argentina in the 

final game. The football team had the likes of Isaac 

Promise, Chinedu Obasi, Obinna Nsofor, Osaze 

Odemwingie and Victor Anichebe.

It was a decent outing but no sign of improvement.

Nigeria participated at her 15th Olympics in London 

2012. The team was made up of 53 athletes who 

competed in 8 sports. The male basketball team 

made their first appearance and Nigeria made her 

debut in Canoeing.

For the first time since Seoul 1988, the nation did not 

win any medal at the Olympics. Triple jumper Tosin 

Oke, the women's sprint relay team (led by Blessing 

Okagbare), and weightlifter Felix Ekpo qualified 

successfully for the final rounds of their respective 
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Olympics VerdictParticipation Summary

Rio de Janeiro 

2016 Improvement

Nigeria took 77 athletes to Rio de Janeiro 2016 to 

compete in ten sports. Bar a face-saving bronze 

medal won by the Men’s football team, it was a disas-

trous outing.

Part of the little positives was Segun Toriola appear-

ing at his seventh Olympics and Aruna Quadri 

getting to the quarter-final of the table tennis event, 

first African to do so.  

Athletes and coaches complained about prepara-

tions prior to the games, many of them labelled it the 

worst preparation to any competition in Nigeria’s 

history. Testament to that was the fact that the 

football team only got to Brazil on the day of their 

opening match. The team’s opening ceremony attires 

also got to the team just three days to the end of the 

competition.

Athletes barely made it past the first stages of their 

events and it was all tales of woes. Only the football 

team led by Mikel Obi were able to give Nigerians 

genuine reasons to smile.

Rio de Janeiro was a massive failure for the Nation, it 

could not have been worse

events, but missed out of the medal standings. 

Following the dismal performance, President Good-

luck Jonathan "called for a complete overhaul of 

Nigerian sports administration" after the games.

A big failure, a nadir in Nigeria’s sports history.

Table 1 – Nigeria’s Olympics Performance History
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The table above shows that Nigeria made good 

showing at the Olympics of the 1990s. Perfor-

mance dipped, starting from the Athens 2004 

games, which coincided with a return of the coun-

try to democratic governance, which meant that 

politicians rather than administrators took charge 

of the nation’s sports. 

 

Like Nigeria, India a nation of 1.3 billion people 

punches well below its weight when it comes to 

sports, having won just 2 Olympics Gold medals 

since Moscow 1980.  It is clear that population is 

not the most important factor that determine a 

nation’s position on the medal table. Wealth is 

obviously important, as are political commitment 

and focus. Many researchers have set out to find 

out if the final medals table can accurately be 

predicted before the games even kick-o�. 

IS IT REALLY POSSIBLE TO PREDICT 
OLYMPICS PERFORMANCE?

Just a few months before the 2016 Rio Olympics, 

global consulting firm PWC undertook a study to 

determine the factors that contributed to various 

nations’ performance at previous Olympic games. 

The statistically significant factors they felt could 

be used to predict future performance included:

Size of economies (measured by GDP at purchas-

ing power parity (PPP) exchange rates)

Performance in the previous two Olympic Games

Whether the country is host nation

According to PWC, the number of medals won 

generally increases with the population and 

economic wealth of the country. However, there 

are notable exceptions like Jamaica and Kenya 

(both over performing), then India and Nigeria 

(seriously underperforming); hence the impor-

tance of nations’ performance in previous two 

Olympic Games to the model. In addition, PWC 

believed that the performance of a nation drasti-

cally improves if it is the host of the games.

 

Now that the Rio games are over, we are in a posi-

tion to assess PWC’s model. The table below 

shows a comparison of the medal haul of 20 coun-

tries over the last 3 Summer Olympics games.



9

Country

USA 108 103 121 18

China 88 98 70 -28

*Russia 81 70 56 -14

Great Britain 65 52 67 15

Germany 44 40 42 2

Australia 35 35 29 -6

France 34 34 42 8

Japan 38 33 41 8

South Korea 28 27 21 -6

Italy 28 26 28 2

Medal Total in
London 2012

Medal Estimate
Total for Rio 2016

Actual Medal
Total for Rio 2016

Di�erence b/w
Actual & Model

Table 2 – WISE Formula Estimates vs Actual

The first thing noticeable when going through the 

Rio 2016 overall medal table is that the same 10 

nations finished at the top of the medals table as 

did in London 2012, albeit slight changes in posi-

tioning. We must also consider the e�ect the ban 

on Russian athletes (especially the athletic team) 

had on the overall medal table – meaning that 

other nations with strong athletic teams like USA 

were able to pick medals where they otherwise 

would have not. 

After taking the above points into consideration, 

we can say the model was more or less accurate, 

except in the case of Great Britain which actually 

performed better in Rio 2016 than the games they 

hosted in 4 years ago, and China which picked up 

much fewer medals than expected. 

Having established that certain nations have 

staying power on at top of medal table, we must 

try to determine what it is that took them to that 

position and is also keeping them there. 
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Table 2 – Elements of the WISE Formula

POLICY DRIVES EVERYTHING

Recently Danyel Reiche, a researcher at the American University of Beirut, published his work on the WISE 

Formula, which summarises what nations need to do to win more Olympics medals. 

According to Reiche, wealth and larger populations cannot be the only key factors that determine a country’s 

position on the medal table. Rather, the key is policy. 

Promoting women in sports
Institutionalising the promotion 

of sports

Specialising in particularly 

promising sports

Early adoption of such trends as 

newly added disciplines

PROMOTING WOMEN

As many nations (especially those in the 

Middle-East and Africa) have in the past 

tended to play less attention to women’s’ 

participation in sport, the establishment 

nations have often found that women produce 

for them a greater percentage of the medals 

than the men. 

For example, contrast China with Iran. China’s 

women have produced about 51% of all Olym-

pic medals won by the Asian powerhouse, 

compared to Iran who’s medal haul has been 

provided 100% by men. 

The USA is another example, having dominated 

women’s swimming, basketball and gymnastics 

in recent years. Russian and American women 

have also dominated track and field for 

decades. 

INSTITUTIONALISING SPORTS PROMOTION  

Most nations and their governments take sports 

seriously and have in place a centralised body (or 

bodies) for coordinating sports. 

This may take the form of a Sports Ministry (South 

Korea, Kenya) or National Sports Commission or 

Institute (Nigeria, Australia) or Olympic Committee 

(USA, Norway). However, the key is the ability of the 

coordinating body to create a functioning system 

for identifying talented athletes, supporting them 

financially and with adequate training facilities, 

coaching and scientific expertise. This in essence 

creates a conveyor belt of talent, making the coun-

try have a seamless replacement of ageing competi-

tors with new medal winning powerhouses.

SPECIALISATION 

Not every country has the capacity to be generalists 

like the USA. Therefore, it is advisable that countries 
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focus their attention and resources on sports 

where they have competitive advantages. Jamaica 

is known for the sprints in track and field, Kenya 

and Ethiopia are known for distance races also in 

track and field, Italy and France are known for 

fencing, South Korea for archery, Japan for judo, 

China for badminton, Iran for wrestling, the Neth-

erlands for hockey, Great Britain & Australia for 

sailing, Cuba for boxing, Brazil for volleyball, etc. 

Some countries do better in indoor sports (espe-

cially the Asians) than in outdoor sports (Europe-

ans and Africans) so every country will do well to 

focus on sports in which they are most likely to 

win medals.

EARLY ADOPTION

Occasionally new sports or events are introduced 

to the Olympics. The past 4 Olympics games have 

seen the introduction of Rugby 7s, women’s 

weightlifting and women’s boxing. Some nations 

have quickly staked their claims on these events – 

Fiji won its first ever Olympic model, picking the 

Rugby 7s Gold in Rio 2016, while at China has 

dominated women’s weightlifting, with the USA 

dominating women’s boxing.

Today we see Great Britain as an emerging power-

house in sports. Much of its recent success has 

come about, to a large extent, as a result of apply-

ing all 4 strategies listed above. On the other hand 

nations which have failed to specialise, such as the 

Scandinavian countries of Denmark, Sweden and 

Norway have had their medal counts reduce dras-

tically over the last half-century. 
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LEARNING FROM GREAT BRITAIN’S SUCCESS

SBM Intel has tried to unravel the factors behind recent positive change in fortune of 

Great Britain’s sporting team with the hope that this can in some way challenge Nige-

ria’s policy makers and administrators to adjust the course being sailed presently.

 

Following failure at Atlanta 1996, in which Great Britain won just 1 Gold medal, the 

entire nation led by the government challenged the sports establishment to restore 

damaged national pride. After the Atlanta 96 games UK Sports came up with a clear 

but brutal strategy – identify sports in which Britain had a serious chance of winning a 

medal and lunch a full scale assault (the organisation also changed its motto from 

“sports for all” to “the UK's high performance sports agency”. Backed by funding from 

the John Major government’s instituted National Lottery, UK Sports was able to set in 

motion plans to create medal machines. To achieve this, world class coaches were 

hired, talent was identified and nurtured, while money was spent on research, sports 

science, equipment, and clothing. 

This has work best for British cycling. Such has been their success that the Technical 

Director of French Cycling remarked during the Rio 2016 games that “they don't exist 

for four years, then at the Olympics they outclass the whole world”. However, the strat-
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Country Gold Silver Bronze

Russia $62.6k $39.1k $26.6k

Korea $53.8k $26.9k $16.1k

Japan $49.9k $20k $10k

USA $25k $15k $10k

Germany $22.6k $17k $11.3k

Great Britain $0k $0 $0

Source: National Olympic Committees

egy was clear enough as explained by one of 

Britain’s star cycling coaches - “we peaked in 

our research and innovation. The helmets were 

the 2012 ones, but the bikes and aerodynamic 

suits are new, di�erent components and strat-

egies were used for the first time.” 

Rio 2016 was Britain’s most successful medal 

haul in the swimming pool for over 100 years. 

Four years ago the country won only three 

medals. In Rio, they walked away with 6 

medals – 1 Gold and 5 Silvers. Not as impres-

sive as USA’s haul 33 medals but it represents 

a considerable improvement on four years ago. 

Another triumph for British sport has been in 

the equestrian sports. In dressage (defined by 

the International Equestrian Federation, as 

"the highest expression of horse training 

where horse and rider are expected to perform 

from memory a series of predetermined move-

ments”) where Britain was once no-hopers Britain 

shockingly won two golds in London 2012 and has 

followed with two more medals in Rio 2016, a silver 

in the team event and individual gold.

 

Remarkably, Great Britain  became the first country 

in history to improve on a home medal haul at the 

next Games, their 67 beating 65 from London 2012. 

To date as at July 2016, the National Lottery had 

yielded about £4.4 billion meaning that UK Sport is 

spending over £300 million to train British athletes 

each Olympic cycle.

 

Funding has been core, but the unique incentives 

system also been a driver. The uniqueness of the 

British system can be seen from the Olympic 

Medals Bonuses chart below. 
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Shockingly, unlike most nations (developed and 

developing) British athletes receive no direct cash 

compensation for winning medals at the games. 

The British believe that whilst cash bonus for a 

medal is great and always appreciated by athletes 

it should never be the core focus. British medal-

lists go home with a priceless medal, the pride of 

a nation and enormous self-satisfaction and 

potentials to receive lucrative sponsorship deals 

and endorsements following their success on the 

world stage. However, athletes do enjoy a pledged 

tax break of up to £28,000 a year in addition to 

funds they receive for upkeep during training.

The British strategy of no compromise targeted 

funding does have the disadvantage of squeezing 

resources at grassroots level from sports like 

basketball, volleyball and fencing ; but it is clearly 

e�ective.

 

Obviously Nigeria cannot adopt the British model 

in its entirety. We have therefore contrasted the 

British model with those of two other countries – 

Kenya and India, with a view to highlighting the 

consequences of policies and practices of govern-

ments and sports administrators to a nation’s 

overall sporting performance and wellbeing. 

14



15

Strategic Factor Great Britain Kenya India

No compromise - cut 

funds to least 

performing sports and 

athletes, increase 

funding to areas of 

strengths 

Cycling, Gymnastics, 

Equestrian, Track & 

Field, Water Sports, 

Hockey, Football, 

Rugby, Martial Arts, 

Tennis and Badminton  

National Lottery  and 

Government budget

1. Central funding for 

sporting National 

Governing Bodies 

2. Direct athlete 

funding in the shape 

of an Athlete Perfor-

mance Award (APA) 

which contributes to 

athletes  living and 

sporting expenses 

Track & Field, Rugby 

and Football 

Government budget 

and private sector 

sponsorship deals

1. Funding of 

inter-school sports

2. Private and public 

sector funding of 

Sporting Associations 

Government budget 

and private sector 

sponsorship deals

1. Private and public 

sector funding of 

Sporting Associations

 

2. Scholarships and 

endowments for 

athletes that guaran-

tee a basic minimum 

standard of living

Hard and disciplined 

work, enthusiasm for 

running, competitions 

at various youth levels 

(including schools),  

mentoring influence of 

past champions 

No proper framework 

for measuring impact 

of public spending on 

sports

With the exception of 

hockey, Indian sport 

tends to be focused 

on events that are not 

included in the 

Olympics, most 

importantly cricket

Approach to Performance 

Improvement 

Focus Sports

Funding Source

Fund Use

Central Organisation UK Sport Ministry of Sports Ministry of Youths 
and Sports
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Strategic Factor Great Britain Kenya India

Tax break Cash reward Cash reward (up to 

$160,000 for a Gold 

medal)

Incentives After 

Competition

British athletes 

undergo near-constant 

physiological testing 

each week. This helps 

them and their 

coaches understand 

their training limita-

tions and what their 

optimal training zones 

are to. In addition, 

athletes have access 

to professional 

nutritionists and 

psychologists who 

advise them on 

making the most from 

each aspect of their 

lives to aid overall 

performance

Except for track & 

field, su�cient time is 

not invested in high 

quality training.

Overall, coaches are 

not knowledgeable.

Limited investment in 

sports science. Much 

of the country's talent 

remains undetected as 

it takes a degree of 

privilege to be a 

serious competitor.

Investment in Science

Central Organisation UK Sport Ministry of Sports Ministry of Youths 
and Sports
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Strategic Factor Great Britain Kenya India

Dwindling funding for 

popular grassroots 

sports like basketball, 

martial arts and 

swimming 

1. Inadequate funding 

for sports

2. Lack of transparen-

cy, nepotism, tribalism 

in sports federations

1. Limited number of 

people who can 

adequately participate 

in sports due to 

absence of organised 

school sports and 

poverty

2. Inability to enact 

and implement 

policies due to internal 

squabbles

3. Failure to embrace 

female sports due 

traditional beliefs

4. Scholarship and 

endowment system is 

fraught with bureau-

cratic red tape, 

political interference 

and corruption

Major shortcoming
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WHERE DO NIGERIA’S PROBLEMS LIE?

There is no argument that sports administration 

and lack of funding are two of Nigeria’s biggest 

impediments to sports development. However, 

the problems are more than these.

Nigeria prefers to spend money on sports like 

football which is a crowd pleaser compared to 

the top nations which prefer to focus available 

funds on those sports that o�er lots of medals. 

Team sports like football, hockey and basketball 

are expensive because many players have to be 

funded, but typically add only single medal to the 

scoreboard. Compare these with sports like swim-

ming, cycling, archery, table tennis and even track 

& field which have a team medal as well as multi-

ple individual medals on o�er. 

Nigeria must make deliberate e�orts which 

clearly identify high medal winning sports and 

focus resources on developing competitors for 

these sports if the country is to increase its woeful 

medals return per athlete count which was at 1% in 

Rio, compared to the 22% posted by the United 

States or the 18% of Great Britain.

The system of identifying skills at youth level 

which used to be a feature of Nigerian sports no 

longer exists – even in Football. This di�ers 

deeply from Kenya which sees the identification 

of talent (male and female) among local youth 

competitions as the core of its national athletic 

strategy – its school system is well renowned for 

its sporting competition. Where these invest-

ments have been made in Nigeria, we have seen 

results. Much of the track and field success of the 

1990s are traceable to investments made by 

Samuel Ogbemudia as governor of the Mid-West-

ern State in the 1970s.  



Whilst it can be argued that the East African 

rift valley provides a conducive environment 

for athlete development, it does not explain 

why Kenya (and to a lesser degree Ethiopia) 

stand head and shoulder above the other East 

African nations. 

A 2012 publication by the International Journal 

of Sports Physiology and Performance 

revealed findings that “Kenyan and Ethiopian 

distance-running success is not based on a 

unique genetic or physiological characteristic, 

but rather it appears to be the result of favour-

able somatotypical characteristics lending to 

exceptional biomechanical and metabolic 

economy/e�ciency; chronic exposure to 

altitude in combination with moderate-volume, 

high-intensity training (live high + train high), 

and a strong psychological motivation to 

succeed athletically for the purpose of 

economic and social advancement”. In other 

words, environment is the start but the exposure to 

high performance training and the willingness to 

succeed are the most important factors for success 

in sports. 

 

Jamaica’s story is not too dissimilar to that of Kenya. 

In fact, experts believe there are two key factors 

behind Jamaica’s success.  First is the informal 

athletics, and interscholastic competition, originally 

introduced by the British, then promoted by the 

founding fathers who themselves had gone through 

the established system. Second is the success of a 

public health campaign which began in the 1920s 

with the mantras “healthy bodies, healthy minds” 

and “cleanliness is next to godliness”. Running, as 

the cheapest sport, was the natural beneficiary of 

this movement. Indeed, as a child, Usain Bolt 

received his initial training at a rural school and was 

no doubt propelled on by good health, extreme 

self-reliance and a winning mentality. 
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THE PROBLEM IS NOT IN OUR GENES

A good number of Nigerian born athletes and 

athletes of Nigerian descent represented other 

nations at the Rio Olympics, and while Nigeria 

barely got any medal at the games, some of them 

went on to win medals for their adopted countries. 

Clearly, the problem is not in our genes. 

The likes of Victoria Folayan (Rugby), Morolake 

Akinosun (Track and Field), Keturah Orji (Track 

and Field), Jeremy Taiwo (track runner), MoroLake 

Akinosun (track runner), Courtney Okolo (track 

runner) and Foluke Akinradewo (volley ball) who 

represented USA at the Rio Olympics were all 

born and or raised in the USA.

Same could be said of the trio of Christine 

Ohuruogu, Anyika Onuora and Margaret Adeoye 

who were part of the Team Great Britain that won 

bronze in the women 4x400m relay in Rio. They 

were all born in Great Britain. The same goes for 

James Dasaolu (sprint athlete) Chijindu Ujah 

(sprint athlete) and Lawrence Okolie (boxing). 

Ayomide Folorunso was born in Nigeria but 

moved to Italy when she was eight years old. She 

was educated and trained in Italy and was never 

approached by Nigeria before she represented 

Italy.

For Edidiong Ofonime Odiong who represented 

Bahrain at the Olympics, it is a case of an athlete 

nurtured in Nigeria choosing to represent a Nation 

where she got a better welfare package, training 

grant and facilities. Edidiong is a former 400m 

Youth Champion in Nigeria, the promising athlete 

had represented Nigeria before switching 

allegiance to Bahrain, like her compatriots, 

Abubakar Abbas (track and field) and Kemi 

Adekoya (track and field).

The story of Kemi Adekoya is particularly striking, 

she switched allegiance to Bahrain in 2014 after 

she complained that the Athletics Federation of 

Nigeria (AFN) were not funding her training and 

she was not paid the jackpot she won in the Nige-

rian golden league. She went on to say she did 

not regret switching allegiance as she would have 

been forced to retire early due to frustration. In 

her first race in the IAAF Diamond league meet, 

she placed first in the 400m hurdles race and 

displayed a banner that read “I love Bahrain”.

Others who in the past had changed their 

allegiance include Francis Obikwelu (Portugal) and 

Gloria Alozie (Spain). Gloria had won a silver medal 

for Nigeria in the Sydney games before changing 

allegiance while Francis got injured while repre-

senting Nigeria in the same games as was abruptly 

abandoned by the Athletics Federation of Nigeria 

(AFN). Four years later in Athens, he won Olym-

pics silver for Portugal.

Below is a list of Nigerian born athletes and 

athletes of Nigerian descent who represented 

other nations at Rio 2016. 
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USA

1. Victoria Folayan - Rugby

2. Morolake Akinosun –Track & Field

3. Keturah Orji – Track & Field

4. Jeremy Taiwo – Track & Field 

5. Morolake Akinosun – Track & Field

6. Courtney Okoro - Track & Field

7. Keturah Orji – Track & Field

8. Alisa Kano - Track & Field

9. Foluke Akinradewo – Volleyball 

GREAT BRITAIN

1. Christine Ohuruogu – Track & Field

2. James Dasaolu - Track & Field

3. Chijindu Ujah – Track & Field

4. Cindy Ofili – Track & Field

5. Anyika Onuora – Track & Field 

6. Margaret Adeoye – Track & Field

7. Lawrence Okolie – Boxing

BAHRAIN

1.  Abubakar Abbas - Track & Field

2. Edidiong Ofonime Odiong - 

Track & Field

3. Oluwakemi Adekoya - Track & Field

ITALY

1. Maria Benedicta Chigbolu - 

Track & Field

2. Ayomide Folorunso - Track & Field

GERMANY

1. Robin Erewa - Track & Field

1. Stella Akakpo - Track & Field 

FRANCE
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WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

In a nutshell, what we have to do as a nation to succeed at future Olympics are clear:

1.  First, we must either scrap the National Sports Council, whose mandate is too broad, 

or the Ministry of Sports. Both bodies overlap in many instances, and are a duplication 

of e�ort. Then we should merge the governing bodies of high medal count sports such 

as athletics, swimming, etc into an elite sports coordinating body

2.  Secondly, we must come up with our own clear but brutal strategy – identify sports 

in which Nigeria had a serious chance of winning multiple medals and launch a full 

scale assault with clear targets for the next 5 Olympic games (twenty years).

3.  We must explore unique funding sources. The British national lottery and the United 

States Olympic Committee private sector funding models should be considered to 

supplement government funding. Judicious management of this funding to meet the 

targets identified in 2 above will be crucial. Safeguards must be put in place to ensure 

that we do not simply create new bodies that will generate funds and swallow the 

funds running itself and taking care of its o�cials. The goal must remain firmly clear 

4.  Grassroots sports must be relaunched, particularly at the secondary school level. 

This is where the National Sports Commission should focus its e�ort, while the elite 

sports coordinator picks up the best for further development.

5.  Funding must go into training those who will nurture these sportsmen – their 
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coaches, their doctors, nutritionists and the administrators that will handle logis-

tics for our sportsmen so that they can focus on the improving their sports as 

opposed to catering to their own coaches, travel agents and the likes. This was 

at the core of Ogbemudia’s investments in the Mid-west when he was governor 

and until today, the best athletics coaches in the country are from the area.

6.  We do not need to reinvent the wheel. Di�erent countries have invested in 

R&D to improve their sportsmen training and equipment. Nigeria should under-

study these and adapt what we can to our sportsmen and women in order to 

leapfrog and make speedy progress. We must also identify sports that will be 

introduced in new Olympics games and position for them. This requires a di�er-

ent type of research funding, for intelligence gathering and planning. 

7. Sports festival models currently in use in Nigeria (by the National Sports Com-

mission and the Nigerian Universities Games Association) has to be dropped as 

it does not encourage regular day-to-day competitiveness

8.  Finally, Nigeria must continue to promote women’s sports at all levels. So far, 

34% of our medal haul and our only individual gold medal in all our years of 

Olympic participation has been from our sportswomen. This was in spite of the 

fact that the first female medal came at our 11th Olympics. Since that time, half 

of all our medals have been won by women. We need to create focus on this and 

make the necessary investments to get more Nigerian women competing at the 

Olympic games.

  

If these steps are carried out and preparation is applied to the natural athletic 

talent of Nigerians, the country can become the sporting powerhouse it is 

expected to be. 
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Helsinki
1952

9 0 0 0 0 0
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Melbourne
1956

10 0 0 0 0 0
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Rome
1960

12 0 0 0 0 0
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Tokyo
1964

18 0 0 1 1 0
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Mexico
1968

38 0 0 0 0 0
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Munich
1972

30 0 0 1 1 0
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Montreal
1976

0 0 0 0 0 0
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Moscow
1980

44 0 0 0 0 0
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women
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Los Angeles
1984

32 0 1 1 0 0
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Seoul
1988

69 0 0 1 0 0
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Barcelona
1992

55 0 3 1 3 1
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Atlanta
1996

65 2 1 3 3 3
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Sydney
2000

83 1 2 0 1 2
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Athens
2004

72 0 0 2 2 0
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Beijing
2008

74 0 1 3 2 2
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

London
2012

53 0 0 0 0 0
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women

Rio De Janeiro
2016

77 0 0 1 1 0
Contigent Size

Medals won Won by men Won by women
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