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In recent years, there has been increasing interest in the concepts of employment equity and workplace diversity around the world, as professionals and academics attempt to deal with how best to manage the increasingly diverse, and often disadvantaged employee groups in the talent market and society at large.  In particular, there have been several attempts in the academic literature on workforce diversity and inclusion to provide a contextualized perspective to the subject matter, acknowledging the limitations of the inherent cultural and contextual biases in the American-dominated discourse. 

These recent attempts (such as Klarsfeld, 2010) have underscored the point that   employment equity and diversity may have different meanings and interpretations across cultures and countries. Building on this contextualized approached, our paper seeks to provide data on how equality laws and diversity management are being understood and implemented in the Nigerian context. 

Nigeria provides an interesting setting to investigate diversity and inclusion, given the multiple diversities that characterise the country. Africa’s most populous state with a population of over 160 million, the country has over 300 ethnic groups, with three major groups making up about 70 per cent of the population: Hausa-Fulani in the northern regions, Yorubas in the southwest region and Igbos in the southeast. Several other minority ethnic groups are scattered along the 36 states of the federation, some with populations of up to 10 million. There is also religious diversity, with a largely Muslim north and a predominantly Christian south, although dense populations of religious minorities can be found in most states and regions. In addition, an estimated 10 per cent of the population are African animists. Along with other dimensions of diversity – disability, age, nationality, gender, sexual orientation, etc – this makes Nigeria one of the most diverse countries in the world (SHRM, 2009). Our paper will provide a historical account of developments in diversity and inclusion management in Nigeria, which has traditionally been dominated by cultural and religious issues. Beyond looking at legislative attempts to shape the management of workforce diversity, we shall provide an overview of how the debate on this subject has evolved in the country, and what the contemporary issues are. This will include action taken by institutional and social actors – such as government, civil societies, multilateral organisations, employers, trade unions, HR professionals and associations – to influence and interpret employment policies and practices associated with diversity and inclusion.

Issues relating to employment equity in Nigeria reflect the essentially voluntaristic employment system, with relatively weak and liberal institutional arrangements. Although the constitution clearly addresses the issue of anti-discrimination in employment, requiring that no citizen of a particular community, ethnic group, place of origin, sex, religion or political opinion is subject to disabilities, restrictions, privileges or advantages to which other citizens are not subjected to, there are no legal or institutional structures that directly help to address enforcement where rights have been violated. 

One area where this lack of commitment to enforcing anti-discrimination issues is gender inequality (Onyejeli, 2011). Specifically on the issue of income equalities, whereas the provision on equal remuneration was ratified by Nigeria in 1974 and in 2001, with a constitutional requirement of equality of pay without discrimination based on sex, there are widespread reports on inequalities. An ILO report noted that the annual sample indicating employment earnings and work hours showed a gap in wages between male and female workers (ILO, 2008). Furthermore, women in the Nigerian society have often experienced ‘social discrimination’ as a result of cultural norms and traditions, which often translates to the workplace (Onyejeli, 2011), in addition to employment discrimination. There have been several attempts by civil society groups and other social actors to eliminate discrimination against women in recent years, including lobbying for more stringent legislations and penalties. Some have even argued for extreme measures like introducing quotas for governmental organizations. 

These calls for positive action on gender issues take a cue from the emotive and often contentious positive action taken on ethnic diversity, encapsulated in the so-called federal character principle. This principle, as the name implies, requires that all federal agencies and public sector organizations must have a workforce that is representative of the federating states and regions.  Legislation in 1996 then established the Federal Character Commission with a mandate to work out an equitable formula for the distribution of all cadres of posts in the civil and the public services of the federation and of the states. This focus on ethnic equality in employment is perhaps required, given the fact that “many Nigerians owe their allegiance first and foremost to their ethnic/religious group than to an entity called Nigeria” (Mamman and Baydoun, 2009: 194), with persisting fears of ethnic, regional or religious domination. The Federal Character Commission (FCC) has since introduced strict quotas, based on equal representation of each state or region. The FCC has had challenges in enforcing these quotas and achieving its formal objectives (Mustapha, 2009), largely as a result of significant variations in educational achievements and outcomes across the states/regions, and partly due to lack of political will to implement it fully. Another major limitation of the FCC is that its activities are narrowly focused on federal agencies and institutions, leaving out state governments and the relatively huge private sector. 
Diversity Management in the Nigerian Context

Diversity management, a strategic approach to leveraging differences in the workforce, has not been widely embraced by organisations in Nigeria. The widespread association of diversity and inclusion with ethnic/state quotas has resulted in a situation whereby the emerging concept of diversity management is hard to break from the equality concept. Many people and organizations believe that such formal attempts at “managing diversity” encourage mediocrity and are opposed to professionalism. Beyond the (American) anti-discrimination statement displayed on their corporate websites and brochures in boiler template language: “we do not discriminate on the basis of race, religion, national origin, colour, sex, age, disability”, most organizations we have surveyed do not have any formal policies or strategies for managing diversity. There are several exceptions here, the most notable been the multinational corporations in the oil and gas sector. It is only among these (American and European) organizations that there are full-time diversity professionals/consultants, who provide strategic direction for diversity initiatives. The influence of their home countries/parent companies is clearly a factor, in addition to the fact that they are under intense scrutiny as major economic players, and their need to compete intensely for talent. 
Many multinational enterprises in other sectors have “cosmetic” diversity initiatives, which are often in the form of diversity day celebrations. 


In sum, the diffusion of the diversity management concept has been limited in Nigeria, and legislative attempts to institutionalize workforce diversity have been very narrow and restricted (to ethnic diversity issues, in national public sector organizations). However, as a result of several institutional pressures, it is likely that the scope of legislative efforts will be expanded to other areas. Furthermore, with the increasing global diffusion of diversity management, and its acceptance as a “best practice”, it is not unlikely that HR professionals and organizations will indeed begin to embrace diversity management in Nigeria.  
Methodology and Timelines 

We will review available empirical studies on equality and diversity in Nigeria, complementing with secondary data from sources such as the ILO and the Society for HRM. We also plan to conduct a few interviews with key institutional actors (diversity professionals, employment lawyers, and human resource professionals), to get a deeper and clearer sense of emerging trends and key issues in diversity management.  
If this proposal is accepted, we plan to prepare a first draft of the book chapter (8 - 10,000 words) by July 1, 2012. Building on comments from conference participants, paper reviewers, and the editor-in-chief, we plan to submit a second draft by September 1, and a final draft by October 1, 2012. 
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