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TOWARDS A THEORY OF JOB SATISFACTION FOR THE NIGERIAN WORKER  
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Abstract 

This study attempts to discuss a theory of job satisfaction for the Nigerian 
workers.  It is the contention of the paper, that job satisfaction is an 
important phenomenon in the actualization of organizational objectives.  
Most studies and commentary on the behaviour of the Nigerian worker 
looked at the Nigerian worker as a dull, unsatisfied person and mainly 
motivated by lower level needs.  However, most of the parameters used to 
judge the behaviour of the Nigerian worker, are European and American 
based and the features of these parameters are alien to our cultural set up.  It 
is the view of this paper, that a theory of job satisfaction for the Nigerian 
workers should entail a look at the personality of the worker, the structure of 
his needs and the socio-cultural milieu of the worker. 

 
Introduction  
 One of the areas in organizations which is of great concern to scholars, researchers, 
practitioners and commentators on workers behaviour in organizations, is job satisfaction.  It is an 
important element in the psychological contract of the organization, that is, the set of expectations 
held by the individual employee that specify what the individual and organization expect to give and 
receive from each other in the course of the relationship (Sims, 1994).  The hope of every worker in 
an organization, is to be satisfied with his job and the prayer of every employer is to have a satisfied 
workforce that will enable him or her actualize the objective of the organization. 
 As a result of the importance of job satisfaction in the attainment of organizational goal, many 
researches have been carried out by different people and in different places on workers satisfaction in 
the workplace.  By 1969, it was estimated that the number of job satisfaction studies might well have 
exceeded four thousand (Gruneberg, 1976).  Barbash cited in Frazer (1983) argues that job 
satisfaction is seen to be different things to different people and that specifically, the search for job 
satisfaction, is not primarily a grassroots movement demanded by the workers but a practice imposed 
from the top by intellectual and liberal management.  Blum and Naylor cited in Ejiogu (1992), believe 
that job satisfaction is anything an author measures when he thinks he is measuring job satisfaction.  It 
is in view of this, that Katz and Magnen (1976) assert that: 

There is perhaps no area in the social sciences fraught with more ambiguity, 
conflicting opinion or methodological nuance than that of worker job 
satisfaction.  It is indeed complex, cumbersome and many sided concept for 
which simple scheme do not exist. 

 
 On his part, Singleton (1979) in looking at the conceptual and operational doubt about job 
satisfaction, asserts that: 

Concerns about job satisfaction are sometimes no more than fashionable 
crusades and there is perpetual danger that such crusade will result in over 
emphasis on a particular facet of the complex multidimensional problems of 
work design which encompassed by ergonomics. 

 

 Due to the multidimensional nature of job satisfaction as a concept and the various emphasis 
on the different facets of it, by different people, there is a plethora of definitions of job satisfaction.  
Vroom (1964) sees job satisfaction as the positive orientation of an individual towards the work role 
which he is presently occupying.  Guion (1958) describes job satisfaction as the extent to which the 
individual needs are satisfied and the extent to which the individual perceives the satisfaction as 
stemming from his job situation.  Locke (1969), defines job satisfaction as the pleasurable emotional 
state resulting from the appraisal of one’s job as achieving or facilitating the achievement of one’s 
values.  Frazer (1983) believes that job satisfaction exists when the perceived benefits of the work 
exceed the perceived cost by a margin deemed by the worker to be adequate under the circumstances.  
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On their part, Schermerhorne et al (1994), believe that job satisfaction is the degree to which the 
individual feels positively or negatively about his job. 
 
General Commentary on the Nigerian Worker . 
 Many views have been expressed and different comments have been made on the behaviour 
of the Nigerian worker.  Most of these views, see the Nigerian worker as ill motivated, primarily 
concerned with money and generally dissatisfied with the job.  The attitude of the Nigerian worker to 
work, was succinctly put by Popoola (1986) in the following words: 

……… the various exposition of the attitude to work of Nigerian workforce, 
have painted a rather negative picture of an apathetic and uncommitted men 
and women, who are equally unresponsive to traditionally motivational 
techniques.  The Nigerian workers have, therefore, been described as 
“indolent”, “apathetic” “unresponsive to motivation”, and generally not 
willing to put for the maximum productive effort. 

 
 Ejiofor cited in Popoola (1986), describes the attitude of the Nigerian worker in comparison 
with Western workers as follows: 

Nigerians are first like most other men, responding favourably to carrots and 
frightened by big stick, goaded on by incentive, and dampened by 
unrecognized and unrewarded efforts.  See them working on their farm land 
as farmers, in the market as traders, or in their village in community efforts, 
and you consider Nigerians some of the best workers in the world. 

Ejiofor further observed that with the description of the industrious and hard working 
Nigerian holds in self employment, community service and in paid employment in most private sector 
of the economy, the same might not be true for the public sector workers.  Ejiofor, cited in Popoola 
(1986), describes the behaviour of the public servant in the workplace as follows: 

See them working in government office as public servants, or publicly 
owned services organization as counter clerks, and you convinced that some 
of them, are the most unhappy, heartless, aggressive people. 

 
 In looking at the behaviour of the Nigerian worker, Anikpo (1984) asserts as follows: 

The Nigerian worker is an oppressed and defeated individual.  He is 
intimidated by the power of money.  He sees money as the only salvation to 
his plight because the oppressor has money as his only weapon.  If he can 
acquire money, he can fight back. His physiological needs for self esteem 
and power, are seen as the product of the more materialistic acquisition.  
Money is part and parcel of his immediate and ultimate needs. 

 
 The same view was shared by Duku (1984) in the following words: 

Nigerian workers perceive work as an unpleasant endeavour.  They work 
not because they love what they are doing, but because they are motivated to 
work because of the monetary reward that accompany the work.  It is not 
uncommon therefore to find the Nigerian workers very indolent once not 
under close supervision. 

 The above commentary and expositions of the Nigerian worker, portray him as ill motivated 
person, characterized by McGregor (1960) theory X assumptions, motivated by lower level needs and 
generally dissatisfied with work.  The Nigerian workers tend to exhibit as can be seen in the 
commentary and expositions above, bad attitude to work.  The attitude of the Nigerian worker which 
in most cases, has been classified as poor, negative, unfavourable, bad, should be a starting point of 
explicating a theory of job satisfaction for the Nigerian worker. 

 
Western Theories of Job Satisfaction and the Nigerian Work Environment 
 Different theories have been propounded by scholars and researchers to explain the 
phenomenon of job satisfaction in the work place.  Maslow (1954) in his hierarchy theory of needs, 
asserts that human beings have needs and that these needs can influence their behaviour in the 
workplace and the satisfaction which they get from their job.  Maslow in his theory identified five 
levels of needs that can influence the behaviour of human beings in the organization, namely, 
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Physiological Needs, Safety and Security needs, Social and Belonginess Needs, Ego and Esteem 
Needs and Self Actualisation Needs. 
 Maslow (1954) believes that the satisfaction of these needs at various levels in the worker’s 
life in the organization, can affect the satisfaction he gets from the job. 
 Schaffer (1953) in his fulfillment theory of motivation, posits that overall job satisfaction will 
vary directly with the extent to which the needs of an individual are actually satisfied in the 
workplace.  The stronger the needs, the more closely will job satisfaction depend on its fulfillment.  
Locke (1969) in his discrepancy theory of job satisfaction, believes that individual differences in 
values and needs strength, have much bearing on the degree to which a person experiences job 
satisfaction.  The discrepancy theory of job satisfaction contends that a person’s job satisfaction, is a 
function of the differences between the real outcomes which that person receives from the job and 
other outcomes (Ejiogu, 1992). 
 Zaleznik (1958) is of the view that individual satisfaction or dissatisfaction is determined by 
his total situation at work and at home.  Disaffection in one respect of life, spills over and becomes 
disaffection in another.  He believes that the study of satisfaction should attempt to understand as 
intensively as possible, the way a person sees the world, in order to sense the meaning of experience 
to him.  The equity theory denotes satisfaction as a function of social comparison, which a worker 
engages himself in the course of working in the organization.  Adams (1963, 1965) believes that a 
worker looks at the rewards he gets in the organization for his effort in relation to other workers of 
similar status.  According to Adams (1963), individual worker in the organization, compares his input 
– output ratio in relation to the input - output ratio of other workers of similar status and perceives 
equity or inequity in the comparison process.  A perception of equity, gives a worker, a sense of 
satisfaction while perception of inequity, gives workers a sense of dissatisfaction.  On his part, 
Herzberg (1968) in his two-factor theory of motivation, attributes satisfaction to the nature of the job 
done by a worker in the organization.  Herzberg believes that it is the intrinsic features of the job, that 
give worker satisfaction and not the extrinsic features.  He refers to the extrinsic features of the job, as 
hygiene factors whose purpose is to maintain a theoretical level of zero dissatisfaction in the 
workplace. 
 Smith and Kendall cited in Steers and Porter (1975) proposed that job satisfaction is a 
function of the perceived characteristics of the job in relation to an individual frame of reference.  
That is, particular job condition can be a satisfier, dissatisfier or irrelevant depending on the condition 
of comparable job of other people, of the qualification and past experience of the individual as well as 
various situational variables of the present job.  Thus, job is not an absolute phenomenon but is 
relative to the alternative available to the individual. 
 All these theories outlined above, were propounded in advanced countries of European and 
American and thus, their application and relevance to the Nigerian environment as a developing and 
third world country, are limited.  An analysis of the various commentary and observations of the 
behaviour and needs of the Nigerian worker, portrays him as a person dominated by lower level 
needs, characterized by Mcgragor (1960) theory X assumptions, ill motivated and less concerned with 
higher level needs.  These beliefs about the behaviour and characteristics of the Nigerian worker, may 
not be true considering the fact that, the theories and the parameters with which the behaviour of the 
Nigerian worker is measured, are European and American based.  The environments in which these 
theories and parameters were developed, are quite different from the environment in the developing 
countries like Nigeria.  As Okpara (1984) observed, a lot of things the Nigerian worker worries about, 
and spends his salaries on, are infact provided free of charge or at a highly subsidized rates in the 
developed countries of Europe and America.  Thus, it is not surprising that most workers in the 
developing countries like Nigeria, are motivated by lower level needs and financial considerations 
play a central role in the satisfaction which they get from the workplace.  The importance of 
environmental determinants on workers behaviour, was aptly put by Popoola (1986) in the following 
words: 

It must be an overtly ambitious expectation to imply that all human beings 
are the same without relevance to cultural and environmental realism of a 
given group.  The Nigerian workers infact are not the same as those of 
Americans.  It might be true that the Nigerian workers prefer financial 
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motivation to those other types of incentive.  This might reflect their 
environmental realism rather than a preponderance of concern for money. 
 

 The poor attitude of the Nigerian workers towards Civil Service and industrial work as most 
researchers, scholars and social commentators have observed, may be attributed to the fact that the 
nature and pattern of organisation of work in government and industrial settings, are not in conformity 
with the culture of the people.  As pointed out by Oloko (1971), workers are expected to observe the 
norms of affective neutrality, universalism, achievement and specificity in dealing with their 
colleagues and following the policies of the organization.  These Euro-American values as identified 
by Oloko (1971), are not features of the Nigerian environment.  Therefore, the Nigerian worker like 
his counterpart in other African countries with non industrial background, suffers greatly from 
psycho-cultural adjustment and the attendant problems associated with such maladjustment.  The 
nature of the employment relationship which is associated with the country’s capitalist economy 
system and its attendant features of exploitation, profit maximization and individualism, are in 
contrast to the communal pattern of work organization of many societies in Nigeria nay Africa.  The 
selfless nature of the traditional Nigerian worker, makes him to see work as a way of life rather than 
as an instrument of exploitation.  As Eze (1981) pointed out, the Nigerian worker inherited a set of 
ancestral psychological traits that are incompatible with the demands of the industrial work and 
therefore inhibits his response to the different motivational techniques.  The net result of this, is that 
frustration and dissatisfaction become features of the workplace due to the requirements of the job, 
which are alien to the cultural environment of the people.  This was also observed by Etuk (1981) 
when he contended as follows: 

There is a myth about the nature and work life of the average Nigerian 
public servants.  It projects the picture of a complacent individual who sense 
of responsibility has been dulled by frustration and negativism. 

 

 Ojoade (1984) asserts that the importance of work, working hard and being conscientious in 
one’s engagement, has always been recognized and reflected in songs, adage and proverbs of the 
various ethnic groups in Nigeria.  Thus, it is the contention of this paper that the pattern and 
organization of work in the civil service and industrial setting, which as pointed out, are reflected in 
the features of the capitalist economy system and western individual values as opposed to the 
communal or collective value of the traditional African setting, tend to account for the frustration and 
dissatisfaction which the Nigerian workers experience in the workplace. 
 
A Theory of Job Satisfaction for the Nigerian worker 
 In analyzing job satisfaction of the Nigerian worker, a thorough assessment of his personality, 
personal needs in relation to the environment in which he is expected to function and demand of job 
on his personal attributes, will be a good starting point.  A theory of job satisfaction should embody 
these features outlined above and such a theory should be eclectic and less prescriptive.  A theory of 
job satisfaction of  the Nigerian worker should consider situational and environmental determinants in 
the behaviour of the worker in the workplace.  This has been noted by Child (1980) in the following 
words: 

…….. an independent factor in the equation for economic effectiveness, is 
the culturally defined expectation of the employees which, if not satisfied, 
can induce costly absenteeism and labour turn over or poor quality work.  
For this kind of reason alone, socio-cultural differences are likely to 
continue as a factor making for variation in forms of business organization.  
Indeed, there is no good evidence that different value system are ceasing to 
leave their stamp upon social institutions. 
 

 The following determinants of workers behaviour in organizations are analysed below: 
 
Personality Variable 

 The nature of a person’s personality, can affect the  way he perceives the job situation.  As 
Ejiogu (1992) pointed out, in order to understand an individuals job satisfaction, one needs to have a 
good understanding of the individuals total personality and value system.  This is because people’s 
reaction to things in the organization, can be influenced by individual differences.  Thus, it is 
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important that in discussing job satisfaction, an understanding of the individual worker personality is 
considered.  In looking at the individual personality, such factors as the belief system in the societal 
milieu in which the individual was socialized, the influence of the societal values on his personality 
and certain aspects of his personality which are antithetical to the requirement and features of modern 
organizations are analysed. 
 
Understanding the Needs of the Individual 

  This is an important factor to be considered in workers’ job satisfaction.  Maslow (1954) and 
Alderfer (1975) believe that human needs can influence the behaviour of people in organization and 
that the nature of human needs, is multidimensional.  Schein (1980) in his theory of complex man, 
believes that human needs fall into many categories and vary according to stages of development and 
total life situation.  These needs and motives, will assume varying degree of importance to each 
person thus creating some sort of hierarchy, but this hierarchy is variable from person to person from 
situation to situation and from one time to another.  Dieci (1977) believes that satisfaction follows 
from satisfying needs.  That is, people will feel satisfied  when their needs are satisfied.  It is 
important that a theory of job satisfaction should look at the need structure of the workers and design 
schemes that will enable them achieve their needs.  Understanding needs structure of workers, will 
enable an organization to complement the needs of the workers with that of the organization.  As 
Argyris (1964) observed, a healthy organization is that which is able to integrate individual needs 
with organizational needs. 
 
Understanding the Social Milieu of the Workers   

The social milieu of the workers, deals with the social environment in which the worker 
operates.  The social environment entails the culture, beliefs and attitude developed from the 
socialization process and societal expectation.  A worker is a member of a society with its culture and 
belief system.  The organization is located in a particular environment and there is an inter play 
between environmental factors and workers behaviour.  The satisfaction which people get from the 
work place, can be influenced by the culture of the people, their beliefs about work, the level of 
development of the society and expectation from the work.  As has been pointed out, such 
Euro/American norms of work like affective neutrality, universalism, achievement and specificity, are 
not features of the African work ethic and applying them to the African environment may create 
problems of maladjustment and dissatisfaction in the workplace.  Studies have shown that Africans 
observed in their traditional setting, where traditional work ethics and practices are adopted, work 
harder and more and more committed than when working in industrial setting where western ethics 
and practices predominate.  (Ahaiuzu 1985; Ahaiuzu and Chikwigwe 1986; Peace 1974).  The conflict 
between the traditional background of the worker and his experience in his formal organization which 
is dominated by foreign values and norms, brings about frustration.  The frustration associated with 
such conflict may result from the discrepancy in the experience in the workers traditional social 
environment and what he experiences in workplace which is dominated by western values.  This has 
been aptly put by Gurr (1970) in the following words: 

 
The individual may have certain perception or desire about his role, but the 
situation prevents him behaving that way or achieving the desired rewards.  
Much frustration comes from a feeling of relative deprivation – the 
discrepancy between those desirable condition of life to which people think 
they are justly entailed and those less favourable circumstances which they 
feel they will actually experience. 

  
A theory of job satisfaction for the Nigerian worker should look at the total job situation of 

the worker and this should entail his personality, his need structure and his socio-cultural 
environment.  Such a theory should be holistic and integrative and should incorporate the various 
dimensions of the job situation. 
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Conclusion 
This study strives towards providing a theory of job satisfaction for the Nigerian worker.  It is 

the view of the study that judging or assessing workers satisfaction on the basis of the theories and 
parameters formulated in the Western world, may not give a true picture of the factors that can 
influence workers job satisfaction in the Nigerian work environment.  These theories that are Western 
oriented, are generalistic and prescriptive and they do not look at the total job situation of the worker 
especially within his socio-cultural milieu.  As has already been pointed out, the socio-cultural 
environment of the Nigerian society, should be put into consideration in the design of work in order to 
make it meaningful and satisfying to the worker.  The importance of socio-cultural  imperatives in 
work, has been well noted by Ouchi (1981) in his theory Z and Ahiauzu (1987) in his theory A.  Thus, 
in designing work, the socio-cultural environment in which the worker was socialized should be put 
into consideration in order to enhance the satisfaction which he gets from the job. 
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