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Abstract 

The paper examined the comparison of the human resource management 
practice in the United States of America Local Government System with that of 
Nigeria.  Comparative analysis approach through data generated primarily 
from the secondary sources was adopted in the paper.  The paper revealed that 
United States of America adopts “rank in job” system of recruitment of staff 
into the Local Government Service, which promotes merit and professionalism 
as against the “rank in-person” system used in Nigeria, and based on paper 
qualification, experience and paved way to the emergence of generalist 
administrators in the system.  It is recommended among others that policy on 
human resource need and acquisition should be strengthened to incorporate 
and expose top management team and Human Resource Managers to 
management development form of training and retraining on the job. 
 
 
The most significant resource of any organization is said to be its people.  Of 

course, an organization is nothing but a collection of people whose activities have been 
planned and coordinated to meet organizational objectives (Rao P and Subba P 1999).  
The comparison of human resource management practices in both United States of 
America and Nigerian Local Government Systems is quite unique and interesting in that 
it offers practitioners opportunity to share experiences towards promoting effective 
human resource management and development at the local government levels of these 
countries. 
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  Eventhough America and Nigeria practise the same governmental pattern of 
Federalism, they differ, however in terms of approach and conceptualization in the 
practice of human resource management and development in the local government 
level. Administratively, American local government System is comprised of 
professionals or specialists as against generalist administrators in the Nigerian Local 
Government System.  Professionals or Specialists are men or women with focused skill 
and knowledge committed to goals of the areas they have been trained to work and 
resolve problems, particularly of practical nature. 
 

Through the introduction of a systematic “rank-in-job” approach to staff 
recruitment and training, the United States of America has evolved professional, 
competent and productive workforce to carry out local government business very 
effectively.  On the other hand, the Nigerian Local Government System according to 
Balagun (1998) and before the advent of the 1988 Civil Service Reform, and the 1976 
Local government Reform is comprised of generalist administrators who are 
incompetent, corrupt and lacking in professionalism.  He said they “assumed the status 
of “Jack of all trades but master of none”.  Generalist administrators refer to those staff 
who perform macro organizational duties that transcend exclusive focus on particular 
functional area. 
 

They are concerned with the accomplishment of the organizational mission, not 
with a particular unit as in the case of a specialist or professional.  The composition of 
the Nigerian Local Government System with predominantly generalist administrators 
regarded as incompetent, corrupt and coupled with the “rank in person” approach to 
staff recruitment and training constitutes a bane and problem to effective human 
resource management and development at the local government level. Isijola (1982:2) 
observed that one of the critical hum an reosurce management problems that had 
hitherto confronted the Nigerian local government Service, has been the traditional 
tendency of the State Government taking over certain functions, transfer of qualified 
and competent staff to state government and the retention of unqualified staff at the 
local government. 
 
The Purpose of the Paper 

This paper will explore the human resource management practices and 
development in both United States of American and the Nigerian Local Government 
Systems.  It will include evolution and history of human resource management practices 
in both countries.  Conceptual clarification of human Resources Management.  Human 
resource management challenges and problems of the Local Government System in 
Nigeria will also be examined.  Human Resource Management recruitment practices in 
both United States of America and Nigeria will be treated.  The concluding segment of 
the paper will highlight the modest recommendations of the paper. 
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Historical Antecedent of Human Resource Management in Nigerian and American 
Local Government Systems 

The historical antecedent of the present manpower development in Nigerian 
local government system dates back to the Colonial era. The pool of manpower that 
handled both the formulation and implementation of public policy, including staff 
recruitment and development rested on the colonial officers and assisted by their 
personal aids and assistants.  The traditional rulers who where influential under the 
Colonial system lacked jurisdiction.  The recruitment of essential staff, including those 
in the works department were the offshoots of the colonial central government. The 
administrative officers were ill-trained.  According to Imman (1984 & 1996) in most 
cases, communal efforts under the Supervision of Departmental Officers were used to 
execute local government’s projects. 
 

In USA, the aftermath of the American spoil system during President Jackson’s 
era had permeated the fabric of American Local Government System.  The Local 
Governments, especially in larger USA cities provided the most fertile or breeding 
ground for using patronage appointment to develop powerful networking or 
organization known as “political machines” (Fish, 1935:79, 104).  The spoil system 
reached its peak which culminated into the buying and selling of government positions, 
corruption and influence peddling were the order of the day.  The spoil system no doubt, 
was resisted through a powerful coalition under the aegis of the National Civil Service 
Reform League.  Therefore, the instant assassination of President James Garfield by a 
desperate job seeker in 1981 appeared to be a catalyst that ushered in speedy National 
reform effort in public employment (Stahl, 1983:37). It was in 1883 that the USA 
Congress passed a legislation establishing a system of merit-based civil service in the 
National Government.  This culminated in the civil service Act (commonly known as 
Pendileton Act).  This Act created a bipartisan civil service commission of a six year 
tenure and responsible to the President, and was charged with the responsibility of 
filling certain government positions based on open and competitive examination.  This 
legislation had wide coverage and extended to a large proportions of the Federal 
workforce, states and large cities.  Besides, the social security Act amendment of 1940 
mandated merit based personnel standards for state and local government agencies 
which administered the new federal programmes (Cayer, 1986:29). Through this 
strategy, the number of state and local governments with merit based personnel systems 
were greatly enhanced.  The Act also brought about the filling of over 14,000 positions 
under the merit based system through competitive examination. 
 

The Civil Service Reform Act in America was passed in 1978. It is equivalent 
to the 1976 Local Government Reform in Nigeria. It impacted positively on the public 
personnel administration, including the Local Government system. It is an elaborate one 

Comparison of Human Resource Management in United States of America and in Nigerian 
Local Government Systems- Akpanim N. Ekpe, Ph.D and Martha Ekpe  
 



4 
 

which fosters the merit principles to ensure that (recruitment), compensation, 
advancement and retention in the service, are based on merit, that is to say, the 
employees’ ability, education, experience and job performance. The reform rejects the 
previous spoil system which was based on patronage (political payoffs), friendship, 
kinship, race and religion. 
 
Conceptual Clarification of Human Resource Management (HRM) 

The Human Resource Management (HRM) is American in origin.  Between 
1970s till date, the Human Resource Management appeared as a replacement for 
personnel management which is described as a change in the functional boundaries.  
Thus, (Miller and Burack 1981) admitted that “Human Resource Management as a 
concept places emphasis on integrating human resource planning of the organization, 
and this marks a fundamental change from an “older maintenance personnel 
management model” defined by Burack and Smith (1971) as being characterized by 
Taylorism – control, efficiency, low cost and containment of conflict.  However, this 
envisaged swift which occured between the two concepts – Personal management and 
Human Resource Management does not really deter the organic meanings of the two 
concepts in the opinion of Schiler (1981).  Again, Foulkes and Liernash claimed that the 
terms are being used ‘synonymously’ by them and with no “fundamental” differences in 
meaning.  Klatt, Murduk and Schustar (1985) in a text entitled “Human Resource 
Management defined the concept as covering all activities of both line and personnel 
managers.  Fisher Schoenfeldt and Shaw (1990) in a text entitled “Human Resource 
Management”, echoed much in line with opinion expressed by others.  As a matter of 
fact, the Human Resource manager is “a value adding partnership” with line managers, 
and by their combined efforts, they contribute to organizational goals.  For Subba Rao 
and S P Rao (1990) the term “Human Resource” at the macro level indicates, the sum 
total of all the components (like skill creative ability) possessed by all the people 
(employed, self employed, unemployed, employers owners, etc.).  Whereas the term 
personnel, even at the macro level, is limited to employee of all organizations.  By 
extension, therefore, the term “Human Resource” is much more broader in scope than 
the term personnel, either at the component level or at organizational level or even at 
the macro level.  It can be adduced that human resource management at organizational 
level does mean management of the dynamic components (resources) of all the people 
(owner of employed or directly or indirectly) related at all levels of organizational 
hierarchy round the clock and throughout the year.  (Rao P and Subba P, 1990). 

 
In his part, Armstrong (2003) admitted that Human Resource Management 

(HRM) is a strategic and coherent approach to the management of an organizational 
most asset – the people working there who individually and collectively contribute to 
the achievement of its objectives.  According to him, the main features of human 
resource management should include among others: 
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1. an emphasis on the strategic management of people (the human capital of the 

organization) which achieve ‘fit’ or integration between the business and the 
human resource strategy. 

2. The treatment of people as assets, rather than costs – they are regarded as a source 
of competitive advantage, and a human capital to be invested in through the 
provision of learning and development opportunities.  

3. The performance and delivery of human resource management as a line 
management responsibility. 

 
It is against the background of the foregoing, that (Hailey 1998), the early 

advocates of Human Resource Management, believed that organizations should move 
away from the bureaucracy of personnel management to the apparent flexibility and 
responsiveness of Human Resource Management (HRM). 
 
Human Resource Management, Challenges and problems of Nigerian Local 
government System 
1. Between 1960 and 1970s, recruitment of manpower into Nigerian Local 

Government Service was bastardized, because it was based on patronage 
(equivalent of Amercian spoil system) as only people who are favoured as such 
benefited from employment in the local government service.  Because of the 
haphazard manner they were recruited, they became overzealous in the discharge 
of their duties, and thus lacked respect among the citizens they were expected to 
serve.  

 
2. Generally, most people regarded local government service as an inferior service, 

as the one only meant for the  “drop outs” who could not gain appointment into 
the more lucrative and respectable federal or state civil services.  Unfortunately, 
this mentality had persisted even with the advent of the 1976 local government 
reform, trying to reverse the trend, and the local government service now being 
rated at par with both the federal and state civil services in terms of juicy 
conditions of service. 

 
3. Common prospects in the local government service was largely unattractive.  This 

was so in the past, because the staff were most irregularly paid their salaries and 
promotions as at when due.  The staff condition of service was a sham until the 
advent of the 4th Edition of Standard Scheme of Service approved for the Local 
Government Service in 2006 by the Federal Government.  There was apparent 
absence of pre-service and in-service training/retraining.  The situation was 
compounded by over politicization of the local government service by the 
political office holders  Insecurity of Tenure:  This is always derivable from the 
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high handedness of the political office holders in the system, coupled with their 
arbitrary propensities.  Again, financial constraint and poverty are impediments to 
credible leadership and manpower at the local government level. 

 
4. Apart from poor remuneration for the staff, local government service enjoyed low 

status and prestige, which compounded the problem of attracting suitable and 
qualified manpower to the local government service. 

 
The above challenges and problems have indeed combined to lessen both 

quality and quantity of manpower resources available to the Nigerian Local 
Government Service.  Existing literature, together with the researcher’s observation has 
shown that there is staff over-establishment at the lower rank or bottom and 
corresponding problem of leadership at the level of policy implementation.  This trend 
has, therefore, precipitated problems in the areas of public policy formulation and 
implementation for human resource management and development for this tier of 
government. 
 

Through the instrumentality of the 1976 local government reform in Nigeria, 
the Federal Government made local government attractive by inducing qualified people 
to go into the local government service, through the introduction of equal salaries for 
equivalent positions in the three levels of government.  This actually removed the 
inferiority complex which had hitherto beclouded the staff of the local government 
service in the past.  In 1970, the Federal Government also started training programmes 
for local government staff at the Almadu Bello University, Zaria, Obafemi Awolowo 
University, Ileife and University of Nigeria, Nsukka to boost the quality of the local 
government staff.  To enhance local government’s manpower development, 1% of the 
local government’s allocation from the Federation Account is deducted at source into a 
training fund to be administered by the local government service commission of each 
state.  Besides, the three premier Universities which have been designated to mount 
training programmes for the local government staff, the 1970s also witnessed the 
emergence of additional training outfits in the country.  For instance, the Centre for 
Management Development (CMD), the industrial Traing Fund (ITF), the Administrative 
Staff College of Nigeria (ASCON). Agricultural and Rural Management Institute 
(ARMTI), the National Productivity Centre (NPC), the Michael Imodu Institute of 
Labour and Industrial Studies (MIILIS), the National Institute of Social and Economic 
Research (NISER) came on board in 1978.  Before the establishment of these 
establishments and institutions as far back as 1956, the Institute of Administration had 
been set up in Zaria to organize training programmes for senior and intermediate level 
personnel of government and the native authorities in the North.  When the Universities 
of Ife, Lagos and Nigeria came into being in 1962, they too set up their own Institutes 
and Schools of Administration. 
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Table 1: Shows the Financial Resources the Federal Government Released to the 
Three Premier Universities in Nigeria for the Training of Local Government Staff 
between (1979 – 1986) 
 

Year ABU OAU UNN TOTAL 
1979 – 80 1,663,759.00 1,553,294.00 1,532,946.00 4,749,919.00 
1981 159,433.00 157,833.00 152,033.00 499,299.00 
1982 568,936.87 474,252.49 456,810.63 1,499,999.00 
1983 512,042.56 426,826.80 411,129.16 1,349,998.52 
1984 382,409.25 318,767.25 307,044.00 1,008,220.50 
1985 286,807,94 238,825.44 230,283.00 755,916.38 
1986 455,149.50 379,401.00 365449.50 1,200,000.00 
1979-86 4,058,538.12 3,549,199.98 3,455,695.29 11,063,433.39 

Source:  Local Government Chart, General Staff Headquarters, Abuja 
 

A field survey carried out in twenty (20) local governments of Akwa Ibom State 
has shown that the size of the manpower varies from one local government council to 
the other.  In the graphical presentation in Table 2, Ikono, Essien Udim and Oruk Anam 
Council have the highest stock of manpower of 7.9%, 7.6% and Oruk Anam 7.6% 
respectively.  The least are recorded for Eastern Obolo, 2.5%, Udung Uko 2.2% and Ika 
2.9% respectively.  The characteristic picture is that the Semi Urban Local Government 
Councils in the state have more manpower resources than the rural local government 
councils in the state. 
 
Table 2: Manpower Stock in Twenty (20) Local Governments in Akwa Ibom State 
 

S/No. Local Govt Staff Size % 
    
1. Abak 383 5.4 
2. Easter Obolo 180 2.5 
3. Essien Udim 541 7.6 
4. Itu 457 6.4 
5. Mbo 328 4.6 
6. Udung Uko 155 2.2 
7. Oruk Anam 538 7.6 
8. Uruan 431 6.1 
9. Ikono 562 7.9 
10. Ikot Ekpene 428 6.0 
11. Ibeno 211 3.0 
12. Ika 209 2.9 
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13. Uyo 232 4.5 
14. Urue Offong 382 4 
15. Obot Akara 245 5 
16. Esit Eket 271 8 
17. Ibiono Ibom 313 4.4 
18. Ukanafun 456 6.5 
19. Onna 456 6.4 
20. Oron 231 3.3 
 Total 7109 100.00 

Source: Returns from Nominal Rolls of various Local Governments to the Local 
Government Service Commission 
 
Human Resource Management Recruitment Practices in USA and Nigerian Local 
Government Systems 

The contribution of the human resource is likely to be determined by the caliber 
of people recruited into an organization.  In most cases, employers of labour focus on 
the qualifications and experience of candidates, being considered for vacant positions.  
Against the background of the foregoing, one of the most commonly practised patterns 
of Human Resource Recruitment in most developing countries, including Nigeria is the 
Unified pattern.  This is the pattern in which Local Government Staff are employed 
locally or centrally, but organized in a State wide single public service. The pattern is 
under the control and supretendency of the state executive, the Governors.  Under it, the 
local government has no autonomy of its own to hire and fire. For instance, all the Local 
Government Service Commissions (LGSC) in the thirty six (36) States of Nigeria is the 
creation of this pattern.  The Local Government Service Commission by the provisions 
of section III.  Sub Section I of the (1999) Hand Book on Local Government 
Administration has power in the personnel management of the local government 
system, including power to hire and fire of officers on grade levels 07 and above. 
 

On the other hand, the United States of America adopts two systems of Human 
Resource Recruitment practices, namely, “the-rank in job” system.  This means that the 
criteria for filling a given position, as well as the level of compensation assigned to it 
are best on the job itself, and not on the person who might fill it (Huddleston 1987:3).  
 

The second one is “rank-in-person”.  This is an opposite of the first one.  This is 
a system in which the candidate carries with him or her a rank, or set of qualification 
independent of the particular position being performed at a given moment.  To illustrate 
the “rank-in-person” concept, a military officer carries the same rank and level of pay 
regardless of his or her current position.  This is a practice currently in use in Nigerian 
Public Sector, including the local Government.  Priority consideration is given solely to 
one’s qualification and experience at the expense of aptitudes, attributes, and  
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personality traits.  In this era of certificate forgeries and racketeering which is rampant 
in Nigerian society, it is advisable that Nigerian Local Government System should shift 
emphasis from paper qualification in recruitment and resort to American “rank-in-job” 
system of recruitment which is considered ideal for other developing countries to 
emulate. 
 
Conclusion 

From the comparative discussions generated in this paper, we have observed 
that human resource management in United States of America (USA) local government 
system has evolved toward producing professional, competent and productive 
workforce, capable of carrying out the business of the local government, devoid of 
political affiliation and personal loyalty.  As a model, it is hereby advocated that 
Nigerian Local Government System should borrow a leaf from the USA approach to 
Human Resource Management, if the human resource practitioners in the Local 
Government System in Nigeria should fully realize and appreciate the potentials of all 
the employees in whom they have tremendously invested.  Above all, they should 
constantly update service rules and regulations, and embark upon training and retraining 
of the entire workforce to meet challenges posed by globalization, information 
technology, and to enable them become the vanguards of National development.  Again, 
it is assumed that, managing human resources wisely and productively should not be 
regarded as an academic exercise, but should be seen as an extension of the people’s 
constitutional rights to have their laws religiously executed. 
 
Recommendations to Improve Human Resource Management Practice in Local 
Government System in Nigeria  
1. A robust and comprehensive human resource management development and 

training programme should be adopted to ensure that the present human resource 
managers in the system are those concerned with human capital development. 

2. The use of American “rank-in-job” method of recruitment into the local 
government service which is a model for developing countries of the world 
should be given considered preference to “rank-in-person” method, which places 
emphasis on paper qualification and experience, and by extension leads to 
proliferation of generalist administrators. 

 
3. The National policy on human resource need and acquisition should be 

strengthened to incorporate and expose top management teams or officials to 
management development form of training and retraining on the job.  Any 
envisaged training programme must take cognizance of the total manpower 
resources available to the entire local government in the states to ensure equitable 
allocation/distribution among graduates, school leavers and those possessing 
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technical and health diplomas and certificates for services in the local government 
system. 

 
4. Human resource development training should not be done haphazardly.  It should 

be a balanced one that provides adequate number of persons in each area of 
activity in the local government.  That is administration, works, health services, 
Environmental Health, Agriculture and Finance and Treasury Services. 

 
5. As a conscious way to play down on the persistence of ‘generalist’ philosophy 

and “rank-in-person” approach which still dominate our public recruitment, 
human capital development need should be associated with the expanding 
research and training Institutions and Universities.  
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