


Operational Sustainability of Private Radio Stations in North-Central Nigeria: Managerial Challenges and Policy Implications

Abstract
Private radio stations have significantly transformed Nigeria’s media landscape by expanding access to locally relevant information, entertainment, and civic discourse. Despite their growing importance, private radio stations in North-Central Nigeria operate under persistent managerial and structural constraints. Anchored in Systems Theory and Resource Dependency Theory, this study examines the key challenges confronting managers of private radio stations in the region and the coping strategies adopted to sustain operations. Using a qualitative case study approach, semi-structured interviews were conducted with four senior managers of private radio stations, and data were analysed thematically through descriptive and interpretive techniques. Findings reveal that financial instability, driven by declining advertising revenue and high operational costs, remains the most critical challenge. Other interconnected constraints include unreliable power supply, outdated infrastructure, regulatory pressures, human resource limitations, and insecurity. Although managers employ short-term survival strategies such as sponsored programming and community partnerships, these measures offer limited long-term sustainability. The study underscores the need for targeted regulatory reforms, infrastructural investment, and capacity-building initiatives to strengthen the operational sustainability of private radio broadcasting in North-Central Nigeria. The findings contribute region-specific empirical evidence to ongoing debates on media management and sustainability in developing media systems
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Introduction
Private radio broadcasting has become a central component of Nigeria’s plural media environment, particularly in expanding access to locally grounded news, educational content, and public-interest programming. In North-Central Nigeria, private radio stations play a critical role in facilitating civic engagement, community participation, and accountability by addressing region-specific social, political, and cultural issues (Spurk & Dingerkus, 2017; Moffat et al., 2025). However, these stations operate within a rapidly changing media ecosystem characterised by audience fragmentation, intensified digital competition, and declining reliance on traditional advertising revenue (Oladimeji et al., 2022).
These economic pressures cut across insistent infrastructural challenges, especially unreliable electricity supply and old broadcast equipment, which increase working costs and decrease broadcast dependability (Ebube, 2025). Several organisations do complain about how policies, sanctions, and licensing procedures are not being fully enforced all the time. This has made it difficult for managers while making decisions and in planning for the future. Human-resource limitations also affect the sector, as stations struggle to attract qualified professionals and provide continuous staff development in a rapidly evolving media landscape (Oladimeji et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _GoBack]In addition, deteriorating security conditions in parts of North-Central Nigeria have introduced risks ranging from journalist harassment to physical threats to station facilities and personnel, which in turn influence editorial decisions and operational costs (Omojunikanbi, 2024). Despite the existence of national media assessments, there is a limited amount of region-specific scholarship focusing on how these interrelated challenges shape managerial practices in private radio stations across North-Central Nigeria (Hussain & Tongia, 2007; Mudanya & Wenje, 2019). This study, therefore, examines the managerial, operational, regulatory, and contextual challenges experienced by private radio station managers in the region to propose evidence-based policies for improving operational sustainability, expert practice, and policy funding.
Statement of the Problem
Despite the expanding role of private radio stations in North-Central Nigeria, their operations are increasingly threatened by persistent financial, infrastructural, regulatory, and security challenges. Advertising revenue, the primary source of income for most stations, has declined significantly due to economic pressures, audience migration to digital platforms, and competition from larger broadcast networks. This decline undermines stations’ capacity to maintain equipment, invest in content production, and sustain staff welfare (Internews, 2024; Oladimeji et al., 2022).
In addition, chronic infrastructural deficits, particularly unreliable electricity supply and limited access to modern broadcast technology, substantially increase operational costs and disrupt broadcast continuity. Regulatory inconsistencies, high licensing fees, and compliance demands further constrain managerial flexibility and innovation. Human resource limitations, including shortages of skilled personnel and limited opportunities for professional development, weaken organisational capacity, while insecurity and political pressures pose risks to staff safety and editorial independence  (Ebube, 2025; Internews, 2024). 
Although existing studies acknowledge these challenges at a national level, there remains a paucity of region-specific empirical research focusing on how private radio station managers in North-Central Nigeria experience, prioritise, and respond to these constraints. Addressing this gap is essential for informing evidence-based policy interventions and sustainable management practices within the sector (Oladimeji et al., 2022).
Objectives of the study
The objectives of this study are to:
1. Examine the financial, infrastructural, regulatory, human resource, and security challenges faced by managers of private radio stations in North-Central Nigeria.
2. Explore the coping and survival strategies adopted by private radio station managers in response to these challenges.
3. Identify policy and managerial interventions capable of enhancing the long-term sustainability of private radio broadcasting in the region.
Literature Review 
Economic, Infrastructural, and Operational Challenges.
Independent radio stations are now an integral part of Nigeria’s contemporary media landscape, providing indigenous information, civil know-how, public service messaging, and entertainment programmes for diverse audiences. In North-Central Nigeria, private broadcast stations have encouraged participation in governance, community engagement, and the promotion of local identity. However, these stations operate within a media environment characterised by rapid technological change, economic pressure, and organisational transformation. Shifts in audience behaviour and the steady migration of advertising revenue towards digital platforms and national broadcast networks have placed severe strain on the economic foundations of local radio. Recent studies indicate that many private stations face declining commercial revenue, limited success in developing alternative income streams, and mounting financial pressure that reduces their ability to maintain equipment, invest in programming, or provide competitive staff remuneration (Oladimeji et al., 2022).
Structural issues have further compounded sustainability challenges within Nigeria’s broadcasting industry. Nigeria’s power supply has consistently remained unreliable, with periodic national and regional grid failures disrupting broadcast operations. This instability forces radio stations to rely heavily on generators and costly fuel sources, sharply increasing operational expenses and leading to frequent broadcast interruptions. Such disruptions undermine advertiser confidence and audience retention (Ebube, 2025). In many stations, outdated broadcast equipment and infrastructure limit access to modern production technologies and increase technical faults, creating additional financial burdens for operators.


Regulatory, Human Resources, and Security Constraints
The regulatory environment also emerges in the literature as a major managerial pressure. Several sources reveal concerns about ambiguous policies, inconsistent enforcement, and the risk of sanctions by regulatory agencies. These challenges affect strategic planning and limit innovation in programming, sponsorship, and commercialisation (Oladimeji et al., 2022). As a result, many station managers adopt risk-averse decision-making approaches, increasing the transaction costs of compliance, particularly for smaller stations with limited administrative capacity.
Limitations in human resources have further compounded these operational challenges. Studies show that independent radio stations always encounter difficulties in attracting and retaining skilled personnel due to low remuneration, limited career progression, and inadequate opportunities for professional development. These constraints weaken technical capacity, reduce editorial quality, and limit the ability of stations to adopt digital production and monetisation strategies that could enhance competitiveness (Adeboye, 2025; Oladimeji et al., 2022).
This study also shows that security and political pressures constitute growing constraints on radio station management across Nigeria. Reports highlight increasing cases of harassment, intimidation, and interference by state and non-state actors, with journalists and broadcast stations frequently operating in environments affected by communal violence, banditry, and political tension (Etumnu et al., 2024, Akpan-Obong, 2009). In North-Central Nigeria, insecurity has introduced direct threats to staff safety and editorial independence, compelling managers to balance journalistic responsibility with physical and organisational risk. These realities add further layers of complexity to daily broadcast operations (Freedom House, 2024).


Empirical Review
Oladimeji, H., La’aro, Omoloso, & Adisa, (2022), in an article titled, “Challenges and survival strategies among radio stations in a competitive digital media environment”, The study aim to document operational challenges and cost affecting broadcasting stations and the survival strategies they put in place in Ilorin, Nigeria. It uses a qualitative method of analysis, interviewing 52 registered broadcasters, administrators with their technical workers. The outcome shows a persistent financial unbalance as a result of declining local advertising, debilitated digital monetisation, dependence on generator power for light source, outdated transmission equipment and structures, and a high staff turnover. 
Data has shown Managers to be using sponsored programming, community events, and other engagements in the social media, such as coping strategies, but these are to an extend ad hoc and inadequate for sustainability. This research agrees on deliberate effort on capacity building, financing from donors or the industry for the upgrades of equipment, and clearer restrictive guidelines are greatly vital in other to better operational resilience in independent radio stations. 
Needs Assessment 2023. In this document, it further stresses on the needs, risks, and abilities of all the broadcast media organizations in Nigeria, in the post-election circumstance and also to suggest ways for programming, operational safety, and financing. The methodology that was employed national mixed-method needs assessment, and also made use of surveys of media houses, regional consultations, interviews with stakeholders, with desk reviews of all sector data. Key findings highlighted declining Major outcome reveals a low advertising revenue, interruption digitally, structural imperfections (electricity and internet services from network providers), low administrative information skills, and ever increasing risk of security, with a high regional gaps in station capacity. Emphasis on how vital it is to tailored support, which also involves funding for local stations, training and services in digital generation of income, infrastructural investment, and also and increased discussions between those regulating the industry and actors within the industry. 
Ajisafe and Dada (2016), in a study on the digital age of radio broadcasting, employed a mixed-methods approach while integrating structured surveys of station managers across several Nigerian states with follow-up interviews. The research employed a mixed-methods approach while integrating structured surveys of station managers in different states of Nigeria, with other follow-up interviews conducted. Futhermore, results shows many stations to have attempted engaging the audience through streaming and other social media platforms but do not have the required skills to monetise these platforms as expected. Some hitches ranging from electricity challenges and limited managerial training further hindered operations. Finally the study agrees in conclusion, that administrative and other forms of business training, partnerships with communities, and also low-cost digital monetisation schemes and methods could enable the station’s sustainability.
According to Etumnu et al. (2024), in a report titled, “Security operatives behind attacks against journalists in 2024”. This document aims to document attacks, arrests, and threats against journalists and broadcast organization cand appraising their implications for smooth broadcasting operations.
The study’s methods involved incident observation, confirmation of cases that are reported, interviews carried out to journalists that are affected, and also the reassessment of organisational records. Results also shows that agencies of security were to be blame for any threats, forcing broadcast stations to enforce costly risk mitigation measures and, while in some instance, shorten news coverage and reporting. The study concluded that enhanced legal protections, rapid-response mechanisms, and organisational risk management training for station managers are necessary to maintain operational continuity and editorial independence.
Dan-Matthew (2025), examined an article, titled, “Ownership patterns in shaping administrative practices of independent broadcast stations in Nigeria.” It looks at how various ownership structures and compositions (individual, corporate, and community) impact on administrative activities and sustainability in all independent  broadcast stations. comparative case analysis method of study was employed, with interviews of broadcast station administrators, assessment of their financial records, and looking at all operational engagements in different broadcast stations. Results revealed clearly that corporate-owned media houses had clearer income targets, proper funding and support, and more organized management, whereas independent broadcast stations that are either individually or community-owned stations depends heavily on indigenous and local advertising, volunteering, leading to a more stronger community discussions and engagement but limited specialised and financial capability. The study ended up by concluding that policy incentives, capacity support, and partnerships with corporate and community stations can enhance good and proper functional, sustainable and administrative effectiveness.
Theoretical Framework
Systems Theory and Resource Dependency Theory jointly provide a robust analytical lens for understanding how internal organisational dynamics and external environmental pressures interact to shape managerial decision-making and operational sustainability in private radio stations. A private radio station comprises subsystems such as management, finance, programming, technology, human resources, and regulatory compliance. Systems Theory posits that the failure of one subsystem affects the efficiency and sustainability of the entire organisation (Lai & Lin, 2017). This view is in line with private radio stations’ truths in North-Central Nigeria, where challenges prevail. These challenges include financial uncertainties, insufficient infrastructure, a shortage of skilled manpower, and regulatory issues. For instance, without finances, equipment cannot be maintained appropriately, staff development is carried out as usual, and this can affect the quality of broadcasting and increase competition. The System Theory is now critical in seeing how different issues come together to influence the overall output of private radio stations.  
This research is also based on Resource Dependency Theory (RDT), which says that organisations depend on outsourced resources like getting approval for regulations, funding, and lots more. (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2015). To remain relevant, organisations have to create ways to protect and manage their activities even when these resources are very scarce. Recent studies buttress that media organisations, especially in economies that are still developing, face a rising burden due to a decrease in the normal income stream, an increase in the costs of operation, and a change in the regulatory system (Ojo, 2018). Most private radio stations in North-Central Nigeria rely on adverts, goodwill messages from politicians, inexpensive broadcasting technology, and favourable governing settings. The management has to find a way to cope when there is a decrease in advertisements. These may include engaging communities, reducing the staff running costs, increase sponsorship, and making friendly governing conditions. RTD seeks to tell the extent to which external forces affect the decisions of management. This therefore shows that both Systems Theory and Resource Dependency Theory gives a full basis for examining both internal organisational dynamics and external limitations affecting private radio stations in the region.
Methodology 
This research uses the qualitative research design method to examine the challenges faced by operational managers of private radio stations in North-Central Nigeria. Although the study involved four participants, their selection was based on senior managerial roles and extensive operational experience within private radio stations. This enabled the collection of rich, in-depth data suitable for qualitative analysis. The study further used the case study approach to purposively select some private radio stations within the region, putting into consideration the size of the stations, the years of operation, location, etc. 
The research further used the semi-structured interviews to gather data qualitatively from the station managers, programme directors, and other valuable members of the radio stations. Furthermore, thematic analysis was used to analyse the data collected.
Although the number of participants was limited to four, their selection was guided by their senior managerial roles and extensive operational experience within private radio stations. This allowed for in-depth, information-rich insights into managerial decision-making processes. Data saturation was achieved as similar themes emerged consistently across interviews, supporting the adequacy of the sample for the qualitative objectives of the study.
Data Analysis and Findings
For clarity, participants are identified using the codes P1, P2, P3, and P4 to protect their identities. These codes represent senior managers from different private radio stations included in the study
Four participants were interviewed, and the codes P1, P2, P3, and P4 were used as representations. This analysis brought about sub-themes, including financial challenges, infrastructural issues, lack of manpower, regulatory challenges, and insecurity. All these will help in identifying the challenges of managing private radio stations in North-Central Nigeria.
The dominant issue was financial challenge, which all the participants had problems with. P1 said that revenue “has constantly decreased because of the drop in commercial advertising, particularly from the government and corporate bodies”. In the same vein, P3 stated that most stations depend on paid programmes because “normal adverts are not enough to continue to run the operations of the radio stations”. Additionally, P4 said that instability in finances can hamper long-term goals and only bring about short-term implementations, and this may push stations to reduce the quality of programmes. 
Infrastructural and technical challenges were also consistently noted. P2 elucidated that “there is no steady power, therefore stations are forced to use generators for most of the day,” and this increases the cost of operation. Also, P3 said that because of the limited funding available, there have been consistent transmission failures and no upgrades to equipment. In the same vein, P3 and P4 complained of human resource challenges. Stating that due to a lack of organised professional development, staff working with the radio stations are being made to multitask, and therefore they easily get burned out and turnover. P2 raised a concern about the stress involved in regulation. Stating that license fee and compliance requirements are “financially burdensome for upcoming stations,” while P4 added that regulation is not flexible for small and medium-sized operators
There are insecurities in some places, and this does hinder smooth coverage. According to P3, news coverage has become very difficult, and some reporters do not like going to such places due to fear and which hampers the originality of information to be gathered. In spite of all these, the participants have identified other means of surviving, which include but are not limited to, relating well with local business owners, farming communities, and using social media appropriately. Nevertheless, all the participants agreed that these tactics are temporary solutions.
Discussion of Findings, 
The analysis above shows that numerous challenges affect private radio stations in North-Central Nigeria. The four participants emphasized financial instability as a key barrier, with P1 and P2 citing the drop in commercial advertising, particularly from the government and corporate bodies, as a cause of a decline in programme quality. Also, P2 and P3 stated infrastructural challenges as another hindrance, which include lack of good electricity, and outdated equipment used, which is also expensive to maintain and interrupts smooth transmission. P2 further stated that staff welfare and training have not been of top priority, therefore making it difficult to retain qualified staff. Additionally, P2 and P4 raised concerns about the stress involved in regulation, while P3 also raised concerns about insecurities.  
All interviews showed that the main reason for all these barriers is due to the system failures and the conditions of the environment, and this is more than what the station managers can control. P1 and P4 stated that the reduction in income can also be attributed to the decrease in advertisement placements by businesses. Furthermore, P3 connected the problem of infrastructure to lack of power, which adds to the usage of diesel in generators. This makes stations to spend more money rather than invest in modern equipment. Also, P2 said that is a significant gap in skills among staff because of low salaries and movement of staff from small stations to bigger stations. In the same vein, P4 attributed some challenges to the hostility of security agencies. All these challenges are not only management issues but also politically, economically, and technologically inclined to the environment in which the stations operate.
However, notwithstanding all these challenges, participants suggest ways for moderating or overcoming them that can bring about a long-lasting stability and sustainability of private radio operations in North-Central Nigeria. P1 and P2 pointed out the usage of digital platforms like live-streaming, advertising online, and podcasts in order to create other means of income and reach a wider audience. Collective usange of resources among stations can reduce the cost of operation as pointed out by P3, mostly for technical maintenance and digital upgrades. All participants repeatedly spoke about staff development, and P2 emphasized repeated training that will increase digital production output and reduce reliance on specialists. P4 also buttressed the importance of reforms in policies, which include flexibility in licensing fees and an increase in security for journalists. All these strategies suggested by the participants show that with good motivation, station partnerships, digital development, and regulation, private radio stations in North-Central Nigeria will be able to take care of and succeed despite the current challenges and fortify their operations. 
Conclusion
According to the findings, the study shows that private radio stations in North-Central Nigeria function in an intricate environment featured by diverse interconnected managerial challenges. The most serious challenge identified is financial constraint. This is a result of reduced revenue from advertising and an increase in the costs of operations, and this hampers proper planning and savings towards staff development and equipment maintenance. The daily operations of stations have been weakened by a lack of or a shortage of infrastructure development, especially an unstable power supply. The effectiveness of stations is also challenged by human resources, like inadequate professional development, staff turnover, and multitasking. Other regulatory pressures, like the high cost of license, and the need for compliance, add to the stress on the inadequate resources already experienced. Also, there are insecurities in particular locations that cause constraints in objective reporting and require stations to imbibe costly risk management measures. 
Results show that many stations have attempted to engage audiences through streaming and social media platforms but lack the skills required to monetise these channels effectively. Finally, the study concludes that managerial training, community partnerships, and low-cost digital monetisation strategies can enhance sustainability.
However, these strategies are largely short-term and do not address the structural nature of the problems. The overall conclusion is that operational sustainability in the sector requires a multi-stakeholder approach that includes improved regulatory support, targeted financial assistance, capacity building for media personnel, infrastructural investment, and policies that strengthen the business environment for local broadcasting. Without such interventions, private radio stations may continue to face escalating managerial pressures that threaten their long-term viability and ability to serve their communities effectively.
Recommendations
The study recommends the following:
Priority should be given to regulatory reforms that reduce licensing costs for small and medium-scale stations, followed by targeted infrastructural investment in power and digital broadcasting systems. Without addressing these foundational constraints, capacity-building initiatives alone will yield limited impact. Others include:
1. The provision of financial and technical support to help stations upgrade equipment and sustain operations.
2. Make regulatory processes simpler and more flexible to support smaller and emerging radio stations.
3. Investment in staff training to improve skills in broadcasting, management, and digital media.
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