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Several efforts have been made at rural development in Nigeria through the years but the gains are not commensurate with investments. A limitation has been the top-down approach used in the implementation process but efforts are being made to correct it. Stakeholders such as NGOs and donor agencies have used alternative approaches which have recorded success in a number of cases. But the development is slow. This may be attributed to several factors, including the question of what makes the ‘template’ upon which the policy that translates into interventions is formed. 

In an attempt to proffer suggestions, this research reviewed several agricultural development programs; policies in the water and sanitation sector for rural areas of Nigeria; and the activities of Non-governmental Organizations related to  agriculture, climate change, gender and food security issues in vulnerable areas. Results show that the policies/interventions which have scientific research background imply that traditional research approach hardly provided enough information for useful solution. Some policies/interventions were formed on broad based research which was superficial. Often, the complex nature of the problem at hand was unclearly identified as such the scope of needs and effectiveness of interventions was not known upfront.

This study advocates a systems approach to development research. It considers that the challenge of development involves manifold uncertainties in complex and dynamic contexts and as such requires an approach capable of providing useful solutions for a variety of development problems. Empirical results from studies carried out in south-western Nigeria using the Farming Systems Approach at the household level show that it is capable of giving accurate information on the state of individual households; the grey areas of gender relations and food security issues are best tackled with it and the likely impact of any development intervention can be theoretically estimated. 
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