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Title: An Investigation into Organisational Leadership in Nigeria 

 

Summary: The origins of most of the leadership theories which are referenced globally have 

been traced to America and other western nations. However, the results of several leadership 

studies have advanced cultural variances as the limit to the generality of these theories which 

then might make them inappropriate for global application. This paper therefore seeks to 

review evolving theories of leadership and more importantly present the specific situation of 

organisational leadership in Nigeria. Findings indicate that the peculiar culture of the larger 

Nigerian society has great implications for its organisational leadership practices as it was 

found out that the leadership structures and processes were influenced by various elements of 

culture rather than by any set theories.  
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Introduction 

The findings of the several previous studies devoted to the dimension of leadership structures 

of work organisations across different regions and societies of the globe have produced 

inconsistent findings (Yukl, 2010). In particular, the measurement of leadership effectiveness 

in the non-western nations over the years have been marred with inconsistency as numerous 

researchers have only used criteria obtainable in the United State of America, in the United 

Kingdom, and other western societies (Djebarni, 1996). For example, with specific reference 

to African situation, Nkomo and Cook (2006) and Kuada (2010) contest that most of the 

leadership outlines that have been employed across African societies are foreign in nature 

with huge emphasis on western leadership theories and practices. 

In a similar argument, Smith and Peterson (2002) stress the significance of making the 

distinction between the numerous US and other non-US based theories of leadership and 

suggests that caution is necessary in inferring that leadership behaviours or situations that 

obtain in the US would be expected across other nations of the world. In addition, the 

findings of various leadership studies by Hofstede (1980), Bass (1990), and Dorfman (1996) 

have shown that cultural differences to a great extent affect the leader-followers relationship 

across different societies. Moreover, House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, and Gupta (2004) 

acknowledge the cultural distinctiveness of different societies and the implications that this 

has for leadership practices across those diverse societies. As also argued by Smith and 

Peterson (2005), the effectiveness of leadership within different cultures is unlikely to be 

justified by a set of theories, but to a large extent by the level to which the leadership 

behaviours of a particular society are adapted to the cultural expectations of the people of that 

society.  

Studies into the area of leadership and people management within Nigerian organizations 

have received little or no attention from previous researchers (Azolukwam and Perkins, 

2009). This paper hence seeks to observe a brief review of the various evolving leadership 

theories, examine their relevance, as well as to explore the cultural context of organisational 

leadership in Nigeria. 
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The Relevance of Evolving Leadership Theories 

Leadership happens everywhere at every time (Billsbery, 2009). As evidenced in our daily 

lives, it happens in homes, in schools, within social groups, in political settings, in religious 

associations, and in work organisations. The universality of leadership can better be 

explained by its manifestation among human beings and even within some species of animals 

(Bass, 1990; Bass and Bass, 2008). Since human evolution, leadership has been built into our 

psyche and it has continued to advance with the rise in civilization (Bass, 1990; Bass and 

Bass, 2008). People across societies have provided reasons for the dominance of leaders and 

the justification for followership (Paige, 1977). The high level of interest in leadership study 

among researchers, authors and other practitioners (Yukl, 2010) may be seen as the result of 

the perceived central roles that leadership play towards organisational outcomes (Sarros, 

2009).  

Over the years, numerous studies and researches into the field of leadership has informed a 

number of theoretical approaches with each indicating a different viewpoint. According to 

Paul, Costley, Howell and Dorfman (2002) and Barnett (2008), the historical development of 

leadership research has been dominated by three major theories namely the trait theory 

(between the 1930s and the 1940s), the behavioural or style theory (between the 1940s and 

the 1950s) and the situational or contingency theory (between the 1960s and the 1970s). 

However, the period beyond the 1970s witnessed the emergence of numerous alternative 

leadership frameworks with a shift from the traditional leadership approaches towards several 

modern leadership models. The significance of leadership effectiveness towards groups or 

organisational success has however been stressed in several of these studies (Gill, 2003; 

Grint, 2005; Yukl, 2010; Spiker, 2012). The incessant desire of leadership scholars and 

practitioners in understanding, explaining and defining the significance of leadership towards 

organisational performance has brought about numerous leadership theories, models, styles or 

approaches (Yukl, 2010). Although, the diverse findings as a result of increased publications 

on the context of leadership may have produced some common hypotheses and assumptions 

(Fiedler, 1967), several of these findings, to a great extents, would have produced conflicting 

contents lacking coagulating coordination and interrelationship (Yukl, 2010). Accordingly, 

Grint (1997) notes the frustration in coming to terms with the mass of leadership theories and 

unending proliferation of leadership ideologies in existence.  
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Brief Review of the Traditional Leadership Theories 

The trait theories, which adopted the great man approach (Billsbery, 2009) marks the 

beginning of modern leadership studies (Goffe and Jones, 2000; Higgs and Rowland, 2001). 

Before the trait era, leadership was studied in terms of a “Great Man” theory, a proposal that 

attributes leaders‟ success or performance to their personal characteristics. The Great Man 

theory which represents the first recognised leadership theory signifies the beginning in the 

understanding of leadership practices (Van Seters and Field, 1993). Modern researches in the 

field of leadership is regarded as having started with the trait approach in the 1920s (Higgs 

and Rowland, 2001). Like the great man approach, the trait theory reflects a personality based 

approach which emphasizes several distinguishing attributes that are identified with leaders‟ 

managerial success. Common among the suggested leadership traits are charisma, intellect, 

confidence, values, integrity, drive and vigour, appearance (such as height), and emotional 

intelligence. Leadership researches at that period focus mainly on strong leaders with great 

personalities and unique behaviours (Van Seters and Field, 1993), hence, leadership was 

equated to factors such as personality, influence and power (Bowden, 1927). The failure of 

the trait theories in identifying a set of common traits which can be identified with successful 

leaders and many more identified weaknesses of the model exposed it to various 

condemnations.  

Coming after the trait theory is the skills approach with a shift in emphasis on leaders‟ 

personal characteristics to leadership skills and abilities that can be learned and developed 

upon (Katz, 1955; Bass, 1990; Bass and Bass, 2008). An interest in transforming work 

organisations with greater attention to leadership as a major element of organisational 

effectiveness and improvement led to continuous search for various types of styles or 

behaviours that accompany leadership effectiveness, hence, the discovery of the style 

approach in the early 1950s (Billsberry, 2009). In contrast to the previous studies which 

concentrate on personal attributes or skills of the leader, the style theory widen the scope of 

leadership studies to explain the actions of leaders and the reasons for such actions towards 

their followers. The next approach to come was the situational leadership with emphasis on 

leadership styles, followers‟ commitment and leadership situations. The situational approach 

suggests that leaders should adapt their styles to the readiness of their subordinate and the 

situation around leadership in order to achieve effectiveness (Silverthorne, 2000). Also 

emerging in the early 1960s through the 1970s was the contingency theory which suggests 
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that leadership effectiveness is contingent on the extent to which leaders are able to match 

their styles to the leadership situations.  

The leader-member exchange theory (LMX) which was developed by George Graen and his 

associates in the early 1970s (Graen and Schiemann, 1978) marks the beginning of the shift 

from the traditional leadership styles to the search for modern leadership approaches. 

Though, the early leadership approaches of trait, behavioural, situational and contingency 

have provided researchers and practitioners with good understanding of leadership principles 

and conducts, they have all failed in providing a wholly acceptable explanation of leadership 

effectiveness (Barnett, 2008). As opined by Rosseau (1990), McLaurin (2006), Maak (2007) 

and Kuada (2010), the era beyond the traditional approaches is characterized by a widespread 

consensus among leadership theorists and researchers about the leader-follower relationship 

being a form of psychological agreements which is contingent to both the behaviour of the 

leaders and the reciprocal conducts of the followers. Instead of the traditional leadership 

modes of individuality, control and command with leaders‟ personalities regarded as the 

major determinant of group effectiveness (Collins, 2001; Hogan and Hogan, 2001), modern 

leadership approaches are conceptualised to involve the processes of influencing, motivating, 

encouraging, engaging and empowering group members towards goals achievement (Raelin, 

2005).  

 

New Leadership Paradigms  

Around the 1980s to the 1990s and to the turn of the twenty-first century, leadership theories 

of transformation and inspiration begin to emerge with diverse cognitive models added to the 

previous behavioural theories (Bass and Bass, 2008). A concern for good understanding of 

leadership effectiveness at the groups or organisational levels with interest in followers‟ 

motivation for self-actualization and satisfaction led to the explorations of various leadership 

mechanisms (Yukl, 2010). In fashioning new ways through which work organisations can be 

transformed and revitalised, a shift in leadership studies became necessary with leadership 

studied in the context of leaders‟ behaviours, followers‟ characteristics and leadership 

situations (Porter and McLaughlin, 2006; Fry and Kriger, 2009; Fairhurst, 2009). In contrast 

to the classical approaches of leadership in which leadership is conceived as the preserve of 

distinct individuals who display some heroic traits, modern approaches of leadership rather 

see leadership from the relational standings with respect to followership and the contiguous 
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leadership situations (Knights and Willmott, 2007). Leadership is perceived as a process of 

social influence within group rather than a position of authority (Pearce and Conger, 2003). 

Inherently, leadership is rather considered as a communal process (Church 1998; Parry, 2004) 

in which, followers, instead of being dominated, influenced or motivated, now see themselves 

as members of a group with specific roles for the purpose of group desired goals 

achievement.  

The evolving approaches of this period are reflected and better explained in the transactional 

and transformational approaches of leadership (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985, 1996), the 

charismatic leadership (Conger and Kanungo, 1987, 1988; Conger, 1989), servant leadership 

(Spears, 2004), distributed leadership (Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond, 2004), shared 

leadership (Pearce, 2004; Harris, 2007) and authentic leadership (Bass, 1990; Bass and Bass, 

2008; Howell and Avolio, 1993; Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing and Peterson, 

2008). According to Gronn (2002), Spillane (2006) and Spillane and Diamond (2007), most 

of these evolving leadership styles echo the distributive approach to leadership as they 

explain the dynamic interaction that result from conjoint activities among leaders, followers 

and the leadership situation. Unlike the early leadership theories that propose dominance and 

influencing of followers as the major apparatuses of leadership, the recent theories consider 

leaders not as individuals in charge of the group, but as part of the group.  In addition, 

Willcocks (2012) contests that the current phase recognises leadership effectiveness as the 

ability of organisational leaders to assist followers in identifying desired group objectives, 

clarifying specific tasks expected of subordinates, creating the necessary motivation, and 

setting out rewards upon goal attainment. Notable in the midst of these various leadership 

styles is the transformational leadership (Bryman, 1992) which places more emphasis on 

followers‟ inspiration and empowerment for group goal achievement. 

 

Presenting the state of Organisational Leadership in Nigeria 

While very limited academic literature has been recorded on people management and 

leadership within the Nigerian society (Azolukwam and Perkins, 2009), a few deal of 

empirical studies have however been recorded on African leadership (Ochola, 2007; Bolden 

and Kirk, 2009; Kuada, 1994, 2008, 2010). Nevertheless, the results of the very few available 

studies on leadership effectiveness in Africa (Bolden and Kirk, 2009; Puplampu, 2010) have 

shown African leaders to be ineffective (Ochola, 2007), incompetent (Nwankwo and 
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Richards, 2001), irresponsive (Agulanna, 2006), dictatorial in nature (Kuada, 1994), ill 

equipped (Nkomo and Cook, 2006), authoritarian (Kiggundu, 1988), autocratic (Kuada, 

2010) and resistant to change (Blunt and Jones, 1997).  Furthermore, (Nkomo and Cook, 

2006) argue that on the average, African leaders have been found to be managerially and 

administratively weak, hence, their inability to confront several organisational and political 

inefficiency that have been associated with the continent in the past years. 

With specific reference to leadership in Nigeria, Achebe (1983:1) writes “The trouble with 

Nigeria is simply and squarely a failure of leadership. There is nothing basically wrong with 

the Nigerian character, there is nothing wrong with the Nigerian land or climate or water or 

air or anything else”. Elaborating further on the dearth of good organisational leadership in 

Africa, Kuada (1994) highlights the domineering nature of African managers and contests 

that employees within African organisations lack creativity and empowerment as rather than 

being motivated and inspired by their managers, they are being supervised and dictated unto. 

In the opinion of several researchers, the dismal performance of Africa leaders (of which 

Nigeria is a very good example) have however been better explained by Africa‟s poor 

economic performance (Ochola, 2007), poor governance (Nwankwo and Richards, 2001), 

poor leadership (Rotberg, 2003), organisational structure weaknesses (Killick, White, 

Kayizzi-Mugerwa, and Savane, 2001), political and economic instability and corruption 

(Mohedano-Suanes and Parellada, 2011).  

As opined by Attoh and Soyombo (2011), Nigeria is a nation of numerous ethnic and cultural 

groups, hence, very enormous and complex to govern. Furthermore, Osuoha (2002) contests 

that people from the diverse cultural groups that makes up the Nigerian society exhibit 

different patterns of life, ethics, norms, values and philosophical systems which have serious 

implications for leadership practices. There are well over 250 ethnic groups, each with its 

own distinct cultural values and tribal heritages.  Though, English language is perceived as 

the official language and the common medium of communication, different ethnic groups to a 

large extent have their diverse native languages which are majorly spoken even within 

official institutions. In a multi-ethnic society such as Nigeria however, employees are 

believed to bring values, norms and ethics which are inherent in their diverse cultures into the 

workplace (Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005), hence, the tendency for clashes, competition and 

conflicts of interest among organisational members. 
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Organisational Leadership and Culture - The African Example 

Leadership practices within the African societies which are largely shaped by its long history 

of cultural values have been described as complex and multifaceted (Bolden and Kirk, 2009). 

An overview of previous studies on the link between culture and leadership practices in 

Africa has produced two different streams of results (Azolukwam and Perkins, 2009). While 

some authors contend that the choice of the several unique leadership styles as adopted by 

African leaders were as a result of the complex cultural heritage of the people of the region 

(Jackson, 2004; Bolden and Kirk, 2009), others are of the opinion that African culture in its 

complexity on its own has been an inhibitor of effective leadership within its various 

institutions (Jones, 1986; Nwankwo and Richards, 2001). In a study on leadership practices in 

Africa, Jackson (2004) identifies some elements of African culture which tend to stimulate 

leadership effectiveness and sound managerial practices. Nonetheless, the findings of another 

similar study on African leadership by Montgomery (1987) contradict the notion of Jackson 

(2004). Montgomery suggests that leadership practices within the African societies 

undermine organisational goal achievement as leaders in public institutions and managers 

within work organisations are likely to give preference to the search for power and personal 

gains at the expense of organisational effectiveness. Montgomery furthermore contends that 

African leaders are likely to see their positions within work organisations or public 

institutions as personal fiefdoms, with opportunities to amass power, command and control in 

order to secure follower‟s patronage and allegiance.  In essence, employees are more unlikely 

to contest or disagree with the decision of their superiors in order not to be in the bad book 

and probably be out of favour with such superior officers (Kuada, 2010).  

Both Montgomery (1987) and Jones (1986) within their individual study acknowledge role of 

culture as the justification for the behaviours elicited by both the African leaders and their 

followers. Two major types of goals namely culture-induced goals and self-induced goals 

were identified as the primary source of influence for employees‟ behaviour and performance 

within African organisations. While self-induced goals stem from individual‟s potentials, 

expectations and desires for achievement with regards to career, well-being, socio security, 

safety and livelihood, culture-induced goals are those that spring from the expectations of 

several societal units like friends and families, association, the immediate and larger 

communities, tribal group, ethnic affiliations, etc. As highlighted in the cultural dimension 

analysis of Hofstede (1980), the culture-induced goals are rooted in the collectivist structure 

of the African societies, the concept Kuada (1994) has linked to familism. „Familism‟, which 



10 
 

is a common practise within the Nigerian societies (Azolukwam and Perkins, 2009) entails 

the functioning and preservation of family structure with people extending hands of care to 

members of the extended family, friends and even members of the same tribal or ethnic 

attachment as themselves. African employees are likely to factorise both their culture-induced 

and self-induced goals and aspire to achieve them at the expense of organisational goals 

(Jones, 1986; Montgomery, 1987).  

 

The Cultural Context of Organisational Leadership in Nigeria 

Since culture (either national or organizational) have been positively linked to leadership 

effectiveness (Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005; Xenikou and Simosi, 2006; 

Muczyk and Holt, 2008; Mohedano-Suanes and Parellada, 2011), it is therefore not difficult 

to imagine the various forms of challenges that are associated with a multi-dimensional 

cultural society like Nigeria as well as the implication this has for leadership effectiveness. 

As argued by Dorfman, Howell, Hibino, Lee, Tate and Bautista (2006), culture has been 

identified as the reference point by which leadership is shaped. Nevertheless, it is significant 

to point out that various previous studies have singled out African culture as the bane of 

effective leadership practices across African nations (Nwankwo and Richards, 2001; Kuada, 

2008, 2010). Authors such as Jackson (2004) and Bolden and Kirk (2009) have exemplified 

the cultural diversity and complex nature of African societies and argued that values, beliefs 

and norms as contained in the African culture are largely responsible for the managerial 

failure and leadership inefficiency within both its organisational and political environments.  

Highlighting the undertone of culture for work-related values, Hofstede (1980) in his work on 

national culture provides a model through which leadership behaviours of different cultural 

societies can be explained. The central argument of Hofstede‟s cross-cultural study is that 

national culture influences organisational culture, institutional structure and managerial 

behaviour within any given society. Culture according to Hofstede (2001:9) is defined as “the 

collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category 

of people from another”. Hofstede opines that the culture of a society embodies the 

combination of properties which are represented in the symbols, rituals and values shared by 

the people who live within that particular society. Hofstede (1980) identifies four main 

dimensions of culture namely power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism vs. 

collectivism, and masculinity vs. femininity. However, a fifth dimension of national culture 
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labelled long-term vs. short-term orientation was reported by (Hofstede, 2001), after a similar 

survey was administered from the Chinese perspective. 

According to Hofstede, the identified dimensions symbolize the fundamental elements of 

universal structure in the cultural systems of the diverse societies understudied. Accordingly, 

these dimensions are not only suitable for evaluating national culture, but for also analysing 

the impacts of cultural disparities on organisational behaviours. In essence, Hofstede‟s 

framework is found useful in understanding the roles and responsibilities, the relationship and 

the mechanisms that are required in coordinating and controlling activities of people within 

work organisations (Hoecklin, 1996). A careful examination of a country‟s national culture 

using Hofstede‟s cross-cultural framework would provide a perceptive view into its 

exceptionalities and consequences from the organisational point of view (Pheng and Yuquan, 

2002).  

In exploring the Nigerian culture through Hofstede‟s national culture five dimension 

framework, one is able to understand the cultural exceptionality of the country, and more 

importantly, the implications these have for leadership practices. In order to study the impacts 

of national culture on the values and behaviours of people within an organisation or a society 

at large, either of typologies (Schein, 1992) or dimensions (Hofstede, 1980) is needed. Of the 

relatively few numbers of national culture models (Hofstede, 2001; House et al., 2004), the 

Hofstede‟s cross-cultural five dimension framework which has over the past years received 

relevant recognition from the Social Science Citation Index is the most extensively used 

(Zhao, 2011).  Though, the Hofstede‟s countries‟ culture scores (see table 1) do not capture 

Nigeria as a country, regional scores were rather generated for the West African region with 

several sub-Saharan countries within the West African coast, such as Ghana, Sierra-Leone, 

Gambia and Nigeria clustered into a group.  However, considering the huge size of Nigeria 

and its domineering features in West Africa as well as the cultural homogeneity of the people 

of the region, the regional scores can reasonably be applied for Nigeria. 

According to Hofstede, power distance refers to the degree of equality or inequality among 

the people of a specific society. In a simple term, power distance reflects the extent to which 

a society admits variation in power across its work organisations and other institutions of the 

society.  The Nigerian score of 77 in the Hofstede‟s intercultural scores for power distance is 

relatively high. While a low power distance society does not promote differences in peoples‟ 

status, positions or power, a high power distance society perpetuates inequalities among its 
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people with power centralised in the hand of the few. This is typical of the Nigerian society in 

which superiors and subordinates within work organisations do not consider one another as 

equal (Ogbor and Williams, 2003). With Nigeria categorised as a high power distance 

society, there is tendency for high level of centralization and domination in work places, with 

subordinates expected to be told what to do (Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005). In addition, 

leadership practice in Nigeria is characterized by tall hierarchies of reporting with very wide 

gaps and income differentials between superiors and their subordinates in work organisations 

(Ogbor and Williams, 2003). 

Another unique feature of organisational leadership within the Nigerian society is that of 

symbolic titles. Much significance is attached to titles, a deed that is believed to have its roots 

from the Nigerian traditional and religious ethos (Ogbor and Williams, 2003). Nigerian 

leaders are believed to have great fondness for titles, an emblem that reflects their authority 

and distinguish their power holding features from other non-power holders in the group 

(Ogbor, 1993). For a very long period of time, leadership practice in Nigeria has been linked 

with authority of bosses and status symbols with power and authorities centralised across an 

organisational hierarchical structure which is based on some forms of existential 

discrimination (Ogbor and Williams, 2003). 

In term of the relationship of authority between leaders and their subordinates, Weber (1949) 

contests that there exist wider gaps between the leadership behaviour and practices in the 

western societies as relative to that of their counterparts from the developed or 

underdeveloped societies. According to Weber, while the leadership behaviour of leaders 

from the western societies is usually characterized by rational authority, that of the non-

western societies such as Nigeria can be said to be traditional and patrimonial in nature. In 

the opinion of Ogbor and Williams (2003), Weber‟s argument is exemplified in the Nigerian 

authority pattern where leader-followers interactions are likely to be based on the level of 

loyalty entrusted to the leaders by subordinates rather than on impersonal standard and 

official relationships. With particular reference to the affective nature of relationship that 

characterizes leadership practices in Nigeria, Ogbor and Williams (2003) highlight a form of 

leadership norm which is unique to the Nigerian society namely the „Oga‟ concept. This 

concept reflects an ideology which typifies leader-follower relationship with uniqueness to 

the Nigerian society (Ogbor and Williams, 2003). The concept of „Oga‟ as observed within 

the entire Nigerian society (within the work organisations, the public institutions and the 

entire civil society) has an history that dates back to the British colonial era when the 
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expatriates as administrators and heads of governmental departments were addressed as 

„Oga‟ (meaning Master or Lord or Owner) as a form of respect and admiration (Ogbor and 

Williams, 2003). In the Nigerian leadership context therefore, the use of the concept of „Oga‟ 

while not only portraying the official hierarchical relationship of authority between the 

superiors and their subordinates, also confirms the paternalism context of authority which 

reflects the intentions of subordinates to do everything possible to appeal to the deeper 

feelings and emotional states of the superiors with subordinates likely to secure favour or 

benevolence of the superiors whenever the need arises (Ogbor, 1993). 

Furthermore, Hofstede and Hofstede (2005) suggest that the leadership behaviour that obtains 

in a high power distance culture is that of a benevolent autocrat in which the relationship 

between the leaders and the followers is loaded with emotions. Since managers in high power 

cultures are assumed to enjoy certain privileges with power and authority becoming the basic 

fact of organisational life, subordinates are unlikely to contradict or disagree with their 

managers (Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005). Also, employees in work organisations from high 

power distance societies also tend to display some considerable reliance on their managers as 

there are exhibition of some patterns of division between dependence and counter-

dependence (Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005). This truly explains the reason why employees 

from Nigerian organisations are unlikely to challenge their superiors but rather radiate loyalty 

to maintain some forms of affective relationship (Ogbor and Williams, 2003). It also reflects 

the leadership behaviours in a typical Nigerian environment in which the relationship 

between superior officers and their subordinates in both the private and public organisations 

are characterized by dominance, supremacy and conceited display of authority relative to 

what obtains in other western societies (e.g. UK and US) where such relationship is casual. In 

the cultural term, senior employees within the Nigerian organisational settings are to be 

obeyed, respected and appeased by their subordinates. 

By individualism vs. collectivism, Hofstede refers to the extent to which a specific society 

underpins individual achievement or collective accomplishment with interpersonal 

relationships. While a society with high individualism score inspires individuality, a society 

with low individualism score tends to be collectivist in nature, with very strong ties shown 

among its people. According to Hofstede and Hofstede (2005), many societies with high 

scores on the power distance index score low on the individualism vs. collectivism 

dimensions meaning that the two dimensions have been found to be negatively related. In 

essence, high power distance societies are more collectivist in nature while low power 
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distance countries tend to be more individualist. With Nigeria scoring 20 under this 

dimension, the country reflects a collectivist society with its people fostering strong 

relationships, showing commitment and taking responsibilities for one another. The Nigerian 

society accords much importance to the group as a unit with relevant concerns for collective 

needs and group achievement. Unlike the ideology of individualism that obtains greatly 

within the western culture, an individual within the scope of the Nigerian culture is subjected 

to family and community togetherness. The family is regarded as the basis of social 

existence, hence, extremely valued and appreciated (Ogbonna, 2010). In this respect, 

Ogbonna (2010) opines that in Nigeria, the idea of individualism as a way of life is never 

acceptable as individual‟s identity cannot in any case supersede that of the family or the 

community that such individual belongs to. Accordingly, leaders within African work 

organisations are meant to emphasize teamwork with capability to promote the welfare of 

every team member (Edoho, 2001). 

Following Hofstede analysis, the collectivist nature of the Nigerian society is better explained 

by the very strong and more permanent relationship that obtains between the leaders and their 

subordinates in work organisations. This is to be traced into the practice of extended family 

structure with traditional reliance (Falola and Heaton, 2008) as obtained within the Nigerian 

various ethnic societies. The Nigerian social system is believed to be strengthened by the 

extended family structure with family members likely to live and work together as a unit. The 

rural nature of the Nigerian population encourages family members to live together or pay 

regular visits to one another, hence the strong family ties that are associated with the Nigerian 

society. Relationships within family members as well as the chain of command among 

kinsmen are guided by seniority and hierarchy. Children in this society are born and exposed 

into the extended families structures which protect them in exchange for their respects and 

loyalties. The spirit of kingship is kept alive across the diverse ethnic groups as kinsmen are 

encouraged to live, care and protect one another (Williams, 2008). Even within big cities 

which have large presence of people with diverse cultural background, people are out of 

tradition encouraged to foster respect and mutual understanding and good interpersonal 

relationship (Falola and Heaton, 2008). 

Jung, Bass and Sosik (1995) have however identified transformational approach of leadership 

with collectivist societies as they argue that the respect and obedience for hierarchy and 

authority promote transformational procedures. It has also been argued that leadership 

practices is greatly enhanced by collectivism as leaders from collective societies create better 
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enablement for followers to act relative to their counterparts from individualistic societies 

(Zagorsek, Jaklic and Stough, 2004). In addition, job satisfaction of employees within 

collective societies has been found to be greatly influenced by both the intrinsic and extrinsic 

factors of which leadership behaviour is significant (Abdulla, Djebarni, and Mellahi, 2011). 

With special reference to the Nigerian society, Okeke, Draguns, Sheku and Allen (1999) 

opine that African culture embraces a form of relational orientation in which people of the 

same families, communities, clans or ethnicities tend to identify with one another with 

concern shown for the welfare of individuals within lateral extended groups. In essence, there 

exist a strong tradition of responsibility and mutual compassionate with every member and 

most especially any member chosen as a leader expected to provide for the welfare of other 

group members. 

Based on the collectivist nature of the culture of most of the sub-Saharan African countries 

unto which Nigeria is clustered and more dominant, leadership is considered to be as 

participative, collaborative and people-centered as possible (House et al., 2004). In particular, 

Northouse (2010) opines that leaders who act independently in a society as Nigeria are rather 

perceived as ineffective and self-centred. Within the findings of the GLOBE project, House 

and his associates suggest that since people from this culture are characterized by high 

humane orientation (Northouse, 2010), leaders are therefore expected to be inspirational, 

group-centred, team-oriented, and above all, show some good level of sensitiveness toward 

followers‟ needs of values and self-worth. Furthermore, in a collectivist society like Nigeria, 

people are likely to be managed as groups rather than as individual, relationship between the 

leaders and their followers is expressed in moral terms with confrontation avoided as it 

obtains within family units with leaders likely to extend some forms of protection to 

subordinates in exchange for followers‟ loyalty (Hofstede, 1980). However, Hofstede (1991) 

and Hofstede and Hofstede (2005) opine that the implications of these types of behaviours for 

work organisations are enormous as on most occasion, relationship is made to prevail over 

task. 

The masculinity vs. femininity dimension according to Hofstede (1980) however refers to the 

degree to which a society reacts to gender differentiation with references to power, control, 

achievement, and social roles allocation. Hence, a high masculinity society tends to allow for 

the dominance of males over the females in its power structure while in a low masculinity 

society, the males and their females counterparts are accorded the same treatment in all 

aspects of the societal endeavours. According to Hofstede and Hofstede (2005), the 
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masculine and feminine societies are distinguished by different leadership styles. In a 

masculine culture, the manager tends to be more aggressive, assertive and decisive, while, a 

manager in a feminine society is likely to be intuitive, less assertive and tends to embrace 

consensus at decision making. In addition, while the maintenance of good relationship 

between the superiors and the subordinates are stressed in high feminine cultures, emphasis 

are placed more on performance, achievement and competition in high masculine societies 

(Hofstede, 1991). In masculine societies, much emphasis is placed on people status, level of 

attainment and life accomplishment, promotion, and position, whereas, a feminine society 

stresses good interpersonal relationship, employees‟ welfare, job satisfaction, and job security 

(Hofstede 1980; 2001). With Nigeria scoring 46 under the masculinity vs. femininity 

dimension, it is categorized as a masculine society.  

With regards to access to managerial positions within work organisations, the Nigerian 

women are considered inferior and are denied equal opportunities when compared to their 

male counterparts (World Bank, 1995). This same notion of some forms of women inferiority 

to men as a result of the cultural conviction of Nigerian people is also shared by Woldie and 

Adersua (2004). In particular, Woldie and Adersua argue that even as very considerable 

proportion of Nigerian women strive to excel in different professional career areas, their 

access to managerial positions still remains of little significance, a reason that has been linked 

to the Nigerian culture. Within the Nigerian society, the quests for women to excel or on most 

occasions to occupy executive positions are likely to be hindered by some inherent cultural, 

social or religious factors as men are by tradition, believed to be better favoured to executive 

offices (Anakwe, 2002). In the Nigerian orientation, women are perceived as weaker 

managers, as they are thought to lack some relevant leadership traits and managerial skills as 

compared to men (Omaji, 1993). Masculinity has some great extent been associated with 

managerial success with men believed to be more objective, more authoritative and have 

better drive than their female counterparts (Omaji, 1993). Also analysing the masculinity vs. 

femininity dimension of the Nigerian society, Ogenyi (1997) observes the long history of 

women oppressions by their male counterparts as women, within the confine of traditions, 

have been relegated to the kitchen and homes for domestic functions. Ogenyi (1997) contends 

further that the managerial functions of the few women that are lucky to occupy executive 

positions are rather constrained by cultural and societal factors. Nevertheless, Omar and 

Ogenyi (2004) contend that the place of women in organisational leadership within the 

Nigerian larger society has undergone very significant change with women dumping their 
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traditional domestic roles for managerial positions. Nigerian women have stood up to their 

male counterparts in demanding equality, greater status, recognitions and similar access to 

managerial positions since the 1970s (Omar and Ogenyi, 2004) 

Uncertainty avoidance relates to the degree to which a society accepts uncertainties and 

controls ambiguities. In essence, it reflects the extent to which the people within any given 

society are ready to defend against or accept future possibilities. It also mirrors the extent to 

which a culture is open to change and some forms of risk taking (Hofstede and Hofstede, 

2005). Societies with high uncertainty avoidance dimension are known to maintain rigid rules 

and procedures but with limited innovations (Zagorsek, Jaklic, and Stough, 2004). In cultures 

with high uncertainty avoidance index, there are tendencies for many formal and informal 

laws, as well as numerous internal rules and regulations aimed at controlling work process 

within organisations (Hofstede, 1991). As regards the uncertainty avoidance dimension, 

Nigeria scores 54, hence, seen as a society that has the tendency for avoiding uncertainties. 

There is therefore the tendency for workplace bureaucracies with employees having the 

central need for living up to rules and regulations. As suggested by Hofstede, in a society 

with regular uncertainty avoidance index like Nigeria, people tend to be aggressive, forceful, 

active and emotional while the opposite can be said of societies with low uncertainty 

avoidance where people tend to be easy-going, indolent, lazy, laid-back, and preferred to be 

controlled to work. As also theorized by Hofstede, there is also the tendency for the people in 

Nigerian work organisations to feel highly threatened about ambiguous circumstances with 

great concerns for their security on the job and in life generally. It is also believed that in a 

society like Nigeria, conflicts and competition in workplace are avoided as they are capable 

of causing aggression within managers and subordinates. 

The fifth dimension is the long-term versus short-term orientation, which is also called 

„Confucian Dynamism‟ (Yeganeh, 2011) as it is based on the Confucius philosophy 

(Hofstede and Bond, 1988; Cheng, 2011; Bi, Ehrich and Ehrich, 2012). According to 

Hofstede, the long-term vs. short-term orientation reflects the degree at which people of a 

specific culture search for virtue and look toward future rewards. While the long-term 

orientation societies look toward future rewards with persistence, perseverance, dedication 

and thrift, the short-term orientation societies prefer to have things done within the short 

term. In addition, while long term oriented cultures are futuristic in their search for virtue, 

societies with short term orientation tend to focus on the past and present with much concerns 

and respects for tradition. Furthermore, people within short-term orientation societies tend to 
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emphasize short-term results, stress fulfilment of social obligations, show less concern for 

interpersonal relationship in work places, and separate business from family matters. On the 

contrast however, people within long-term orientation societies propose to the ethics of long-

term commitment, emphasize good interpersonal relationship within groups and work 

organisations and tend to underscore strong link between business and family issues.  Nigeria 

with a score of 16 reflects a society with very short-term orientation which in-line with 

Hofstede‟s hypothesis exemplify the disposition of its people to tradition and social 

obligation. For example, among the various Nigerian ethnic groups, respect for elders and 

leaders remains a significant guiding standard for behaviours. Elders or leaders are to be 

revered and treated with respect, dignity, honour and deference. However, DeLong and Fahey 

(2000) contend that social interaction among group members which is made possible by the 

unique culture that African societies have, portend great implications for leader-follower 

relationship within work organisations.  

 

Ethnicity, Tradition, Religion and Organisational Leadership in Nigeria 

As noted is several previous studies, other extrinsic factors of influence of leadership 

behaviour or general people management within the Nigerian society have been ethnicity, 

tradition and religion (Nassau, 1904; Ogbor, 1993; Ogbor and Williams, 2003; Ogbonna, 

2010). Apart from culture, another element of people‟s lives that has implication for 

leadership is religion (House et al., 2004). Religion and tradition as essential fragments of 

culture has permeated every aspect of human lives of the African people (Nassau, 1904; 

Mbiti, 1990). Nigeria as a country is populated by people of diverse ethnic and religious 

backgrounds. For example, in highlighting the basic features of just three of Nigerian ethnic 

groups (those three that are considered as the largest and more dominant of the several ethnic 

groups), Madichie, Nkamnebe and Idemobi, (2008) suggest that the Igbos are highly 

individualistic in nature, the Yorubas are subjected to some forms of traditional hierarchies 

while the Hausa/ Fulanis are unbearably engrossed in religious philosophies. This suggestion 

which reflects the opinions of the authors on just only three of the several hundred ethnic 

groups in Nigeria helps to capture the complication that surround leadership practices and 

managerial conducts in a multi-ethnics society like Nigeria.  

Talking about religious affiliation of Nigerian people, the country has about 50% of its 

population as Muslim, 40% as Christians, while the remaining 10% are of various traditional 



19 
 

religious beliefs (Williams, 2008). In explaining the extent to which religion affect and shape 

every aspects of life of Nigerian people, Williams (2008:33) writes “I have never visited a 

country where almost all of its inhabitants are so fervently religious”. In Nigeria, religion is 

practised by means of serious devoutness and fervour, with family structures, work ethics in 

organisations, and other aspects of human lives shaped by tradition and religion (Falola and 

Heaton, 2008; Williams, 2008). Within the Nigerian society at large, values are associated 

with traditional and religious authorities (Ogbor and Williams, 2003). The vast majority of 

Nigerian population identify with diverse religious practices and there tends to be cognisance 

of spirituality in everything they do, be it in their nature, being and in relation to other various 

issues of life (Nassau, 1904).  

However, Roof (1978) contests that religious belief of a set of people are likely to have 

behavioural consequences for several other social phenomenon like leadership practice, most 

importantly when they are reinforced by communities of compatible individuals. In the same 

vein, Adler (1997) warns about the negative implication that ethnicity might have on the 

behaviour of employees in organisations within multi-ethnic cultures. With particular 

reference to the Nigerian society, records have shown that leadership practice is fraught with 

some circumstances of ethnic or tribal affiliates (Kolawole, 1996) with leaders bestowing 

favours on their kinsmen or in expectation of subordinates‟ allegiance and loyalty. In addition 

Obi (2001) contests that even within the workplace, religious attachment and ethnic 

affiliation have become common practices with leaders likely to extend favour to their friends 

and families and to people of the same ethnic background as themselves. Moreover, it has 

also been argued that ethnic attachment and tribal sentiments have been used by political 

elites to manipulate and achieve political agendas even within the larger Nigerian society 

(Adar, 1998). 

 

Conclusion 

The study helps to exemplify the significant implications that culture have for leadership 

practices. Although, a review of the various leadership theories would have informed the 

need for a universal necessity for leadership models even across societies, the findings of this 

paper identify national cultural differences as the main factor that makes such generality 

difficult. As earlier argued in several previous leadership researches (Hofstede, 1980, 1991; 

Bass and Avolio, 1994; Sorensen and Kuada, 2001; Shahin and Wright, 2004; Kuada, 2010), 
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the study supports the argument that the national culture of a given society goes a long way to 

dictate the organisational structure and leadership behaviours that are obtainable in that 

particular society. For example, in Nigeria, organisational structures were found to be shaped 

by various elements of culture rather than by any set theories with pronounced consequences 

for leadership practices.  
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Appendix 

 

Country 

Power 

Distance 

Individualism 

vs. Collectivism 

Uncertainty 

Avoidance 

Masculinity 

vs. femininity 

Long/Short 

term 

Orientation 

Arab Countries  80 38 68 53  

Argentina  49 46 86 56  

Australia  36 90 51 61 31 

Austria  11 55 70 79  

Bangladesh     40 

Belgium  65 75 94 54  

Brazil  69 38 76 49 65 

Canada  39 80 48 52 23 

Chile  63 23 86 28  

China  80 20 40 66 118 

Colombia  67 13 80 64  

Costa Rica  35 15 86 21  

Czech Rep.  57 58 74 57  

Denmark  18 74 23 16  

Ecuador  78 8 67 63  

East Africa  64 27 52 41 25 

El Salvador  66 19 94 40  

Ethiopia  64 27 52 41 25 

Finland  33 63 59 26  

France  68 71 86 43  

Germany  35 67 65 66 31 

Great Britain   35 89 35 66 25 

Greece  60 35 112 57  

Guatemala  95 6 101 37  

Hong Kong  68 25 29 57 96 

Hungary  46 55 82 88  

India  77 48 40 56 61 

Indonesia  78 14 48 46  

Iran  58 41 59 43  

Ireland  28 70 35 68  

Israel  13 54 81 47  

Italy  50 76 75 70  

Jamaica  45 39 13 68  

Japan  54 46 92 95 80 

Malaysia  104 26 36 50  

Mexico  81 30 82 69  

Netherlands   38 80 53 14 44 

New Zealand   22 79 49 58 30 

Norway  31 69 50 8 20 

Pakistan  55 14 70 50 0 

Panama  95 11 86 44  

Peru  64 16 87 42  

Philippines  94 32 44 64 19 

Poland  68 60 93 64 32 

Portugal  63 27 104 31  

Singapore 74 20 8 48 48 

South Africa 49 65 49 63  

South Korea 60 18 85 39 75 

Spain 57 51 86 42  

Sweden  31 71 29 5 33 

Switzerland  34 68 58 70  

Taiwan  58 17 69 45 87 

Tanzania  64 27 52 41 25 

Thailand  64 20 64 34 56 

Turkey  66 37 85 45  

United States  40 91 46 62 29 

Uruguay  61 36 100 38  

Venezuela  81 12 76 73  

West Africa (Nigeria) 77 20 54 46 16 

Yugoslavia  76 27 88 21  

 

Table 1: Hofstede’s Dimension of Culture Scales- adapted primarily from http://www.nwlink.com/~donclark/leader/culture2.html 

http://www.nwlink.com/~donclark/leader/culture2.html

