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Research in organizational identity has assumed a stable, democratic, political system in theorizing. 
Theories have also taken for granted an assumption of a stable economy and social environment of 
practice that make possible an effectual running of business. This, however, is not always the case. 
Practice outside the West find many of these theories faulty without local adaptations. This paper 
responds to the question of local adaptability by discussing environmental variables in Nigeria. To do 
this, I borrow from research in public relations which has provided environmental variables that 
practitioners must be aware of in order to localize research or practice in different environments. I 
discuss Nigeria’s unstable political system, volatile economy and national culture which builds on 
research in cross-cultural studies. These serve on the one hand to demonstrate what organizational 
environments look like in Nigeria thereby showcasing deep-rooted values of organizational leaders and 
members. On the other hand, they also aid in the interpretation of organizational identity within 
organizations in Nigeria. An understanding of these variables will play a significant role in making sense 
of organizational identity and organizing in Nigeria. Findings are equally relevant to applied and 
engaged researchers and to practitioners in adjoining disciplines with interest in Nigeria. 

INTRODUCTION 

Until the 1970s, research (and practice) in organizational communication has been approached from a 
postpositive lens with little recourse to culture and the local context (Papa, Daniels & Spiker, 2008; 
Redding & Tompkins, 1988). Scholars from the interpretivist paradigm began to question  the utility of 
research that did not pay attention to local culture and cross-cultural understandings (Geertz, 1973). 
Similarly, research in organizational identity has assumed a stable, democratic, political system (Gioia et 
al., 2013) in theorizing. Theories have also taken for granted an assumption of a stable economy and 
social environment of practice that make possible an effectual running of business. This can be seen in the 
conceptualization of organizations. This inadequacy in theories and recommendations for practice can be 
linked to the research on organizing being carried out primarily in similar environments with similar 
economies and political systems. Most of “what we know about organizational identity, including its 
dynamic aspects, is based on the study of organizations located within a single and uniform geographic 
market (U.S./European) and/or stable institutional environment (developed markets)” (Gioia et al., 2013, 
p. 180). Practice outside the West, however, finds many of these theories to be faulty without local
adaptations. Pant and Ojha (2017) edited a special issue on organizational identity in the developing 
world. In this issue, researchers explored managerial values and organizational identity examining 
variables such as workplace spirituality, dual identity, corruption and Indian psychology in organizational 
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identity for an understanding of the organizational self. Additionally, Glynn and Watkiss (2012) have 
examined societal culture, Jack and Lorbiecki (2007) reviewed the role of national identity, Kjærgaard, 
Morsing and Ravasi (2011) examined the influence of the media while Gioia at el. (2013), Hatch and 
Schultz (1997), and Hatch, Schultz and Skov (2015) iterated the importance of culture to organizational 
identity.  

Incidentally, this argument is similar to critique of the excellence study in Public Relations which 
prior assumed and recommended a global theory of public relations developed from the study of over 300 
organizations located in similar environments with little noteworthy cultural differences between 
practitioners and practice in the three nations studied (Grunig, Grunig, Verčič, 1998; White et al., 1982, 
1987A, 1987B). This paper responds to the question of local adaptability by discussing environmental 
variables in Nigeria. To do this, I borrow from research in public relations (see Grunig, Grunig & Verčič, 
1998; Sriramesh & Verčič, 2009), which has provided environmental variables that practitioners must be 
aware of in order to localize research or practice in different environments. I discuss Nigeria’s unstable 
political system, volatile economy and national culture which builds on research in cross-cultural studies. 
These serve on the one hand to demonstrate what organizational environments look like in Nigeria 
thereby showcasing deep-rooted values of organizational leaders and members. On the other hand, they 
also aid in the interpretation of organizational identity within organizations in Nigeria. An understanding 
of these variables will play a significant role in making sense of organizational identity and organizing in 
Nigeria. Findings are equally relevant to applied communication and public relations scholars and 
practitioners with interest in Nigeria. 

I begin this paper with a discussion of the political system. This is followed by a discussion of the 
level of economic development and the national culture in Nigeria. 

POLITICAL SYSTEM 

Nigeria is a non-Western, developing country with a population of 184 million people according to 
the Nigerian National Population Commission (www.population.gov.ng) with an average life expectancy 
of 54.5 years (“Countries: Nigeria,” n.d.; “Nigeria: Life expectancy,” n.d.). Nigeria is the most populous 
African nation and the nation with the highest number of black people in the world. It is commonly said 
that one in every five Africans you meet is a Nigerian. Nigeria is located in sub-Saharan West Africa, 
covering 356,669 sq. miles or 923,768 sq. km (“Nigeria country profile,” 2017). Having gained 
independence from British colonial rule in 1960, the nation became a Federal republic in 1963 and joined 
the Commonwealth of Nations led by President Nnamdi Azikiwe and Prime Minister Tafawa Balewa. 
Nigeria is a leading member of the Economic Community of West Africa (ECOWAS) and also a member 
of other international organizations such as the United Nations, African Union, the World Trade 
Organization, among others. 

English is Nigeria’s official language and thus the language of education, commerce and government, 
though Lagos state in February 2018 adopted Yorùbá language as a requisite language as well (“LASG: 
Yoruba Now Mandatory,” 2018). The 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria is also written 
in English. Indigenous languages are also in full use in the different regions occupied by indigenous 
groups (Koper, Babaleye & Jahansoozi, 2009, p. 312). It is a general rule of thumb, however, that 
although English is the official language and indigenous languages are very common, speaking Nigerian 
pidgin English, known locally as “broken English” or simply “pidgin,” is more effective in getting around 
the country. It also serves as a way for in-group membership and language for socialization.  

Nigeria is divided into six geo-political zones – North West, North East, Middle Belt, SouthWest, 
South East and the South South. Nigeria also has divisions among ethnic groups, with the major three 
being Yorùbá, Hausa and Igbo. The Yorùbá people occupy most of SouthWest Nigeria while the Hausa 
people occupy the North and the Igbo, the Eastern part of Nigeria. There are approximately “250 ethnic 
groups, with [the] three major tribes constituting over 40 percent of the population” (Koper, Babaleye, 
Jahansoozi, 2009, p. 312). Other than these three, major ethnic/linguistic groups include the Edo people, 
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Ijaw, Efik, Fulani, Kanuri, Ibibio, Tiv, Nupe, Gwari, Igala, Jukun, Igbira, Idoma, Itsekiri, Urhobo and the 
Anang, with approximately 374 dialects (Koper, Babaleye, Jahansoozi, 2009, p. 312; Findlay, 2017).  

Nigerians are very religious, with 91 percent reporting that they attend religious services (Prinz, 2012, 
p. 46), and the country boasts of “the largest Muslim population in sub-Saharan Africa” (Gov.uk., n.d. B)
with Sharia law adopted  by 12 states in Northern Nigeria (Freedom House, 2017). The major religions 
are Islam, Christianity and local indigenous faiths (Koper, Babaleye, & Jahansoozi, 2009, p. 312). This is 
important. Khari and Sinha (2017) showed that workplace spirituality in developing countries can add 
value to organizational identity and knowledge sharing intention among organizational members. 

Nigeria is a federal republic:  a “democrac[y] wherein multiple parties and individuals compete in 
open elections to earn the right to rule for a predetermined period” (Sriramesh & Verčič, 2009, p. 6). 
Elections are conducted every four years for the office of the president and other major offices of 
government. Because of ethnic dividing lines, however, Nigeria practices what is known as “federal 
character” (see http://www.federalcharacter.gov.ng). Essentially, this is an effort by the government to 
ensure representation of members of the different ethnic and cultural groups in government and civil 
service. Currently, the president is Mohammed Buhari, a Hausa man, while his vice president is Yemi 
Osinbanjo, a Yorùbá man.  

Nigeria operates a multi-party-political system. Political parties, however, gather around the interest 
to take over political power rather than shared ideologies. As a result, cross carpeting is very common 
with little identification with party and ideology. It is common to find power-hungry politicians switch 
parties and suddenly support those they previously vehemently criticized. Often times, even those that 
were outspoken against government corruption are later indicted of being guilty of similar offenses. It is 
the norm for former leaders to be probed and tried on allegations of corruption. In 2016, the Buhari 
government arrested many top military and government officials on allegations of corruption. Between 
2015 and mid 2017, the government had recovered US$9 billion in stolen assets. (Freedom House, 2017, 
p. 10).

Transparency International ranks Nigeria as the 16th most corrupt nation in the world with a score of 
27 where 0 is the height of corruption out of 100 (Transparency International, 2018). The corruption 
perception index also highlights the connection between corruption and inequality which is very 
pervasive in Nigeria (Transparency International, 2017). The key to keep in mind is how these affect the 
approach to business and may create a difference in the founder’s vision of organizational identity and 
those of organizational members. Corruption has enjoyed social acceptance in Nigeria, thus there may be 
strategic frictions in their visions. Sahu (2017) contributed to this discourse a perception on corruption 
that shows that collectivism as a cultural factor may contribute to this where organizational members may 
not easily distinguish between what is collectively owned and what is corruption. 

Although on paper, Nigeria operates a pluralistic democracy with the involvement of its citizens, it is 
widely believed that it is run as a country for the elite and privileged. Those with wealth or power 
continually oppress those without. Even government agencies set up to serve and protect Nigerian citizens 
use their positions to exploit the people. For example, the Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation 
(NNPC), rather than protect and regulate the nation’s oil wealth so as to serve its citizens, has served as a 
channel for further looting the nation’s oil wealth. The police randomly stop and search citizens hoping to 
obtain a bribe, and government agents often demand bribes as fees for them to do their jobs. This is 
common in almost every agency. Peter Enahoro, who wrote the humorous satire How to be a Nigerian, 
separates this abuse into two different levels. There is “dash” and there is “bribe.” What government 
officials often take is regarded by them as dash--a fee or tip for appreciating them for doing their job. 
Only, this fee comes before the job; without it, your request will not get fulfilled (Enahoro, 1966, pp. 35-
37). The dash can be seen as a form of pay-to-play scheme (Shapiro, 2014). The courts aren’t much better 
and ideals like justice or fighting for fair treatment through the court are myths to the ordinary Nigerian 
(Freedom House, 2017, para. 32). 

Sadly, corruption in Nigeria neither starts nor ends with the government and its agents. It is very 
common to find counterfeit versions of anything. Copyright and intellectual property is not well respected 
and entertainment products are often dubbed and sold openly. Other forms of corruption rampant in 
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Nigeria include advance-fee (419) fraud (Oriola, 2005; Smith, Holmes & Kaufmann, 1999), widespread 
sexual harassment (Johnson, 2010; Ladebo, 2003) and discrimination against women (Freedom House, 
2017, para 2).  

Unfortunately, Nigeria’s corruption also leads to the production and selling of counterfeit and 
substandard food and medications which kill in large numbers. When former head of the National Agency 
for Food and Drug Administration and Control (NAFDAC), Dr. Dora Nkem Akunyili, took office in 
2001, one of her motivations in combating fake drugs was that she witnessed fellow citizens including her 
sister die because they fought “killer diseases like malaria and tuberculosis with little more than sugar 
syrup and chalk tablets, cynically packaged to look like the real thing” (Frenkiel, 2005, para. 4). Half of 
all drugs in circulation at the time were counterfeit or substandard – even in hospitals. Surgeons 
unknowingly administered fake adrenalin (which was just water), sub-strength muscle relaxant and other 
sub-par drugs in attempts to save lives. To Akunyili, this was “the highest form of terrorism against 
public health” (Frenkiel, 2005, para. 8). Corruption, however, fought back, NAFDAC offices were set 
ablaze and there was an assassination attempt on her life in 2003 (Johnson, n.d.). She survived and 
NAFDAC has been largely successful in clamping down on the sale and distribution of fake or 
substandard food and medication in Nigeria. 

In the next section, I discuss the economy in Nigeria. This exists on the backdrop of the ongoing 
political sphere which certainly affects or impedes economic growth and organizational development. 
One obvious example of the interaction between the political and economic spheres is the billions of 
dollars purloined by former heads of State, for example, General Sani Abacha who Transparency 
International in 2004 ranked as the 4th-most corrupt leader in the world (Hodess, 2004, p. 13). Removing 
so much money from the system destabilizes the economy and weakens the market. It threatens 
organizations and frustrates the efforts of managers and practitioners. Corruption in leadership has thus 
plagued the economy and organizations for years. Between 2000 and 2011, more than 1,600 companies 
closed business in Nigeria owing to harsh operating environment (Premium Times, 2012; Alli, 2009). 
“Political and economic factors” were a major concern in the mix according to the president of the 
Nigerian Association of Chambers of Commerce, Industry, Mines and Agriculture (Premium Times, 
2012, para. 4). Similarly, the 2016 federal budget was signed five months late in May because of bizarre 
political hindrances such as budget padding and the mystical disappearance of the budget (Aziken, 2016; 
Freedom House, 2017). These political mishaps continue to gravely perturb the economy, making it more 
and more difficult to operate a stable business within it. I turn now to an overview of the Nigerian 
economy. 
 
ECONOMY 
 

Nigeria’s economy is considered a managed, emerging market economy or frontier market (Shapiro, 
2014). “The essence of a market economy is to create opportunities, facilitate competition and guarantee 
consumers’ choice” (Clement, 2017). Goldman Sachs’ 2005 BRICS report of fast-growing economies 
predicted that Nigeria will be among the 20 largest economies by 2050 (O’Neill, Wilson, Purushothaman, 
and Stupnytska, 2005, p. 8; Sriramesh & Verčič, 2009). At the time of the Goldman Sachs’ report, 
Economic growth was 5.1% but it has slowed since 2014 culminating in a 2016 recession.  

Following a 2014 rebasing of the Nigerian economy to account for growing industries such as 
telecommunication, manufacturing, film and entertainment among other things, Nigeria became Africa’s 
largest economy at US$510 billion (“Nigeria’s GDP: Step change,” 2014). It also ranked 24th largest in 
the world, ahead of Belgian and Taiwanese economies (“Nigeria’s GDP: Step change,” 2014).  In 2006 
under president Olusegun Obasanjo, Nigeria became the first African nation to pay off its debt to the Paris 
Club of lenders aided by high oil prices and a pardon of US$18 billion (Koper et al., 2009) of the US$30 
billion the country was owing the club (“Five things you should know about Paris Club,” 2017; “Nigeria 
profile – Timeline,” 2017). 

The local currency is the Naira (₦) and is regulated by the Central Bank of Nigeria in Abuja and the 
Nigerian Stock Exchange in Lagos. The Central Bank of Nigeria values the naira at ₦305.96 to $1 (USD) 
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at the inter-bank rate and N360.47/US$ at the “investor and exporter window” while the parallel market 
exchanges at ₦362/US$ (“Lagos parallel market rates,” n.d.), although this fluctuates very frequently. 
The Central Bank of Nigeria puts inflation at 15.37 percent year-on-year (“Economic report fourth quarter 
2017,” n.d., pp. 2 & 21).  

“Nigeria is a dream market” for its demographics and consumption, – gigantic, exposed (Jadesimi, 
2015, para. 3) and highly indulgent with almost half of its population urban and under 30 (Gov.UK., n.d.; 
“Nigeria’s population now,” 2017). It is a vibrant group of consumers full of potential and hungry for 
market consumption. However, poor economic management and high inequality in the distribution of 
wealth has led to high unemployment and low purchasing power. The 2016 per capita income was 
reportedly $1,976 (USD) (“Nigeria economic outlook,” 2018). In the third quarter of 2017, the Nigerian 
National Bureau of Statistics reported youth unemployment at 18.8% and underemployment at 21.2%. 
Essentially, 52.65% (or 10.96 million unemployed, 11.68 million underemployed) of this young vibrant 
group have either no work or work below their skills and credentials (National bureau of statistics, n.d.; 
National bureau of statistics, 2017, p. 2). This along with high power distance affects managers’ view of 
their human resources as dispensable, as well as how stakeholders feel about their role and relationship to 
the organization and its identity. 

With the discovery of oil in 1956, there was an abandoning of agriculture and the economy became 
oil-dependent. Nigeria shifted from being a major exporter of agricultural products to becoming an 
importer in just 50 years owing to oil dependence. Furthermore, oil mining and spills have also damaged 
the oil rich, riverine areas of the South South damaging farming in that region. The oil boom in the ‘70s 
owing to increase in oil prices meant that other means of gross domestic production were ignored to 
embrace the sudden windfall of oil wealth. This boom, however, had its consequences. Sriramesh and 
Verčič (2009) warned of this. The state must carefully direct economic and fiscal policies, and provide 
needed infrastructure to even out the effects of windfall wealth and neoliberal policies which, while great, 
can have negative effects if adopted too quickly or without careful and intentional management – as has 
been the case in Nigeria.  

These outcomes have trickled down negative effect to the functioning of business as inflation, 
dependence on oil, economic volatility and lack of needed infrastructure have all contributed to 
challenges facing business firms in Nigeria. Thus, beyond competing for profit, businesses are often in a 
struggle against the economy to stay alive in business. As such, like Nigerians in the general society, 
organizations may tend to be aggressive in their outlook to business and competition. This may, however, 
hold the inadvertent effect of actually strengthening ties with organizational members. As Scott and Lane 
(2000) noted, “people's perceived overlap with an organization will enhance their self-esteem (i.e., the 
attractiveness of the overlap) … to the extent that they view prototypical characteristics of the 
organization as consistent with the norms, values, and definitions of the embedding culture” (p. 49). Thus, 
an organization reflecting tendencies that are consistent with Nigeria-specific values and practices (in this 
case, in terms of daily competitiveness and the drive to survive) will foster a stronger sense of identity 
among organizational members. 

In Africa, Nigeria is the largest producer of crude oil (Carpenter, 2015; Dibie, 2017), the 12th largest 
producer in the world at 1.87 million barrels of crude oil produced daily (“Country Comparison: Crude oil 
– production,” n.d.) and the sixth largest exporter of crude oil in the world (“Country Comparison: Crude 
oil – exports,” n.d.). Before the 2016 recession and vandalism of oil pipelines, Nigeria readily produced 
up to 2.6 million barrels per day (Carpenter, 2015). Petroleum reserves remain the 10th largest in the 
world (“Country Comparison: Crude oil – proved reserves,” n.d., Koper et al., 2009. p. 321) with 37.06 
billion barrels proved reserve as of January 2017 (“Field listing: Crude oil - proved reserves,” n.d.).  

The economy has experienced erratic growth and failures affected directly by “fluctuations of the 
global oil market” (“Nigeria economy,” n.d., para. 2) prices and demand; and exacerbated by Nigeria’s 
own internal problems. Over almost 60 years of independence, Nigerians have experienced increased 
population growth and continuous decline in standard of living (“Nigeria economy,” n.d.). The bigger 
challenge has been the effect of macroeconomic management (or mismanagement) by the government, as 
Sriramesh and Verčič (2009) argued, and how these trickle down to affect organizations. Nigeria has not 
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been successful in diversifying the economy although there have been efforts by successive governments 
with the Structural Adjustment Programme (Mbachu, 1991), the National Economic Empowerment and 
Development Strategy (NEEDS) (International Monetary Fund, 2005) and the Agricultural 
Transformation Agenda (“ATA-Nigeria,” n.d.).  

Nigeria suffers from a “resource curse” or the “Dutch disease” (Saibu & Loto, 2017). Empirical 
studies (e.g., Ahmadov, 2012; Haouas & Heshmati, 2014) have shown that oil production income often 
leaves “negative development impact and the drivers of economic growth … are vulnerable to external 
shocks outside of its control” (Saibu & Loto, 2017, p. 207). Nigeria is a classic case of this. Increases in 
global oil prices have not meant increased standard of living as Nigeria also lacks sufficient infrastructure 
to refine its own crude oil consumption. It imports refined oil, which increases cost of living as well as the 
cost of running a business. Oil has been a double-edged sword, central to Nigeria’s economy at the macro 
and micro levels as Nigeria’s oil reliance is not only for external revenue but also internal daily 
operations. Lacking electrical power infrastructure means there is ineffective electricity supply. Thus, for 
subsistence, citizens and businesses rely on power generators. “The manufacturing industry as a whole 
operates on more than 70 per cent of energy it generates” itself using refined petroleum (Premium Times, 
2012, para. 6). Oil has also remained a key rallying point for political and economic tensions in the 
country including the 1967 civil war, nationwide strikes such as the one against the 2012 oil subsidy 
removal (Abutu, 2014; Igwebuike, Abioye, & Chimuanya, 2016), and civil unrest such as militancy, oil 
pipeline vandalism and kidnappings in the Niger Delta region. All these continue to contribute to very 
high costs of running business and instability that culminated in the 2016 recession.  

To escape recession, the government designed the Economic Recovery Growth Plan (2017–20) and 
the Seven Big Wins to reform the petroleum industry and sharply move the country off its dependence on 
oil. Efforts are to be driven by six identified key economic sectors: agriculture (cocoa, cassava, yams, 
cowpeas, beef, cashew, maize, palm oil, rice, groundnuts, plantain, ginger, cotton, horticulture); 
manufacturing; solid minerals (including iron, gold, and coal); services (including information and 
communication technology, financial services, tourism, and creative industries); real estate (and 
construction); and oil and gas (“African development bank,” 2018). These efforts, an upturn in global oil 
prices and a deescalation of the Niger Delta pipeline vandalism crisis helped bring Nigeria out of 
recession by the second quarter of 2017 (National bureau of statistics, 2017). GDP growth in 2017 grew 
out of the recession in the negatives (-1.5% in 2016) to 0.8%. The African Development Bank predicts 
positive growth up to 2.1% in 2018 and 2.5% in 2019. (“African development bank,” 2018).  

All these help drive home the argument that environmental variables make a difference in how 
organizations function. On the one hand, “the dynamics between political and economic systems often 
determine a nation’s stability and further economic development” (Sriramesh & Verčič, 2009, p. 5). On 
the other hand, the absence of stability “directly affects variables such as poverty and illiteracy” 
(Sriramesh & Verčič, 2009, p. 8) and organizations and organizational members’ orientation to 
organizing. In the next section of this paper, I take a look at national culture and tease out culture as 
another environmental variable that affects organizational identity in Nigeria. Given the aforementioned 
political-economic setting, it may already be clear and indicative how Nigerians may be affected by the 
environment and the societal culture formed. Hofstede and other scholars provide the framework with 
which I discuss culture. 

 
CULTURE 
 

Culture “affects behaviour and interpretations of behaviour” (Spencer-Oatey, 2012, p. 4). It is the 
body of unquestioned assumptions which goes on to shape how and why organizational members behave 
and communicate the way they do (Lustig & Koester, 2013). To be successful, scholar-practitioners with 
interest in Nigeria must reckon with the Nigerian culture and understand actions as cultural group 
members, “insiders”, interpret them (Hofstede, 1991, p. 8). 

The Nigerian culture is shaped by historical context, traditions of its many people(s) and current 
socio-political circumstances. Nigeria was not a single territory until 1914 after the amalgamation of the 
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Northern and Southern protectorates under Lord Lugard ("Nigeria: past,” n.d., para. 7) following the 
1884-85 Berlin Conference to divide Africa among European superpowers (Wesseling, 1996). Before this 
unification, what is today Nigeria was just different territories with their own very distinct cultural groups 
and practices. Amalgamation, and later, independence, forced this distinct bodies of people to begin to see 
themselves as one and work together to build a nation that will serve their distinct identities and goals.  

According to the Ethnologue on languages of the world (Nigeria, n.d.), there are 526 known living 
languages in Nigeria and seven extinct ones. There is also as many dialects and ethnic and sub-ethnic 
groups. For instance, while Yorùbá is a major Nigerian language, the Ijebu subethnic people of 
Southwestern Nigeria speak both the general Yorùbá but also have their own dialect called Ijebu, thus 
making a distinction in a subethnic sense. Probably owing to migrations and development, a good number 
of these languages are sadly “developing,” “vigorous” “in trouble” or facing the threat of “dying” 
(Nigeria, n.d.). 

Many Nigerians hold on tightly to their cultural origins. There is a lot of respect for their own 
traditions and cultural beliefs. As an example, Koper et al. (2009) provides that “election campaigning 
cannot succeed in local communities without the blessing of the traditional rulers and the cultural 
custodians” (p. 319). An easy example is the 2015 elections that saw the incumbent president, Dr Ebele 
Jonathan, paying homage and visits to the palaces of major traditional rulers to get their blessings, win 
their support and by extension, the support of those governed by them in the elections (“Channels 
Television,” 2015; Daniel, 2014).  

Although these rulers do not hold much political power under current democratic dispensation, their 
influence is far reaching since especially “rural population to a very large extent relies heavily on the 
opinion of the traditional rulers” (Koper et al., 2009, p. 319). This is owing to the strong sense of 
identification and beliefs Nigerians hold in regards their own cultural traditions, above loyalty to state or 
identity as Nigerians or any other. 

Coleman (1958) referred to this idea as an omnibus concept (pp. 425-426). In his view, Nigerians 
display “five different sorts of nationalism at once – ‘African,’ ‘Nigerian,’ ‘Regional,’ ‘Group,’ and 
‘Cultural’” (Geertz, 1973, p. 257). Of all these, their strongest loyalty is often to the cultural nationalism 
or what Emerson refers to as “terminal community” which is that community that “when the chips are 
down, effectively commands men's loyalty, overriding the claims both of the lesser communities within it 
and those that cut across it or potentially enfold it within a still greater society" (Geertz, 1973, p. 257). 
This is most evidently demonstrated in the 1967 civil war which divided Nigeria across cultural or ethnic 
lines. Even when abroad, Nigerians form identification with their own ethnic group and may hold 
community meetings with them but are less interested in similar community meetings designed for all 
Nigerians. 

As Jack and Lorbiecki (2007) found, “national identity can have a profound influence on 
organizational identity” just as societal culture affects and shapes organizational identity (Glynn & 
Watkiss, 2012). Thus, “investing and operating a commercial business in the Federal Republic of Nigeria 
requires understanding the culture and predispositions of its residents” (Shapiro, 2014, p. 3). It is not for 
those unwilling to learn its history, political economy and conflicts. 

Beyond the surface aspects of society, it is important to look into the deep structure of the community 
in order to get at an understanding of the culture. According to Hall and Hall’s (1990) classification of 
cultures along communication and context, Nigeria is a high-context, polychronic society. There is an 
expectation of implied meaning by the physical environment or shared values and beliefs. “Most of the 
information is already in the person, while very little is in the coded, explicit, transmitted part of the 
message” (Hall & Hall, 1990, p. 6). The Yorùbá people have a saying that one does not speak with the 
whole mouth. Similarly, we only say half of what we mean to the child born of great character. When it 
sinks in her/his mind, it will become whole. These essentially iterate the idea of the society as high 
context. Only a little needs to be explicitly said. A lot is left unsaid and little background information is 
provided in conversations. Communication is often indirect, time is more open and flexible, and the 
community favors relationships over everything else. 
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As with high-context cultures, Nigerians have very large family networks. “Family” includes 
extended relatives who keep in touch very regularly. Nigerians keep “extensive information networks 
among family, friends, colleagues, and clients…who are in close personal relationships” (Hall & Hall, 
1990, p. 6). It is expected that you are aware of what is going on in the lives of anyone who occupies this 
close personal relationship status. It is actually taken as an offense when you do not make it your business 
to know what is going on in the life of a relative or a close acquaintance. Thus, relatives will ask deep 
questions which may otherwise be considered prying. To reject providing them with this information is to 
begin a quarrel. This information is also permissible to be shared among other close relatives. On the 
other hand too, as a member of that community, you cannot hear of another person’s burden or challenges 
and not act on it. It is your duty as an in-group member to be concerned with their affairs and provide 
support when needed.  

Similarly, businesses are run with this idea of shared information and knowledge. In low-context 
cultures, appointment is key and what enters the office (guests or information) is controlled (Hall & Hall, 
1990). Low-context cultures also emphasize olfactory and auditory filtering keeping noise, strong smells 
and interruptions away when set to work. In Nigeria, as with high-context cultures, this is less regulated. 
Nigerians “reject auditory screening and thrive on being open to interruptions and in tune with what goes 
on around them” (Hall & Hall, 1990, p. 9). There is free movement of information and visitors in and out 
of a manager’s office.  

Appointments are rarely private and it is normal that a “meeting is interrupted by phone calls and/or 
visits from your client's friends and family” (Palk, 2010). It is also expected that organizational members 
are informed of what is happening across the organization and who has what information (Palk, 2010). It 
is almost like how the family network is supposed to be abreast of what is going on in everyone’s life.  

Furthermore, space and territoriality are less defined in Nigeria. Nigeria has a very large population 
but not the land mass to accommodate its size. Worse still is that industrialization and employment are 
concentrated in a few cities thus making the country densely populated in certain areas. Lagos is the most 
densely populated city in Africa with a population around 20 million people (Karuga, 2017; Sdunkwu, 
2017). Housing is very costly in urban areas and since there is no strict regulation on the number of 
occupants per square foot of any residence, there tend to be lots of homes housing many more people than 
can conveniently fit (Mogo, 2016; Rosenthal, 2012). This is the same with office spaces, recreation 
spaces among other things that should otherwise provide quality of life. As a result, there is a reduced 
sense of personal space among Nigerians and the “invisible bubble” which Hall and Hall (1990) described 
is often penetrated even by strangers (InterNations, n.d.; Palk, 2010). Some Nigerians would also touch 
and poke very repeatedly during conversation showing the use of expressive haptics in conversation. 
Touching, cutting a person during conversation or being physically close show signs of interest and 
intimacy.  

On the other end of this too is that idea that neighbors often tend to be very close in their relationship 
with one another. It is in a sense, everyone’s responsibility to look out for the other. This extends to 
keeping an eye on your neighbors’ children, reporting when you notice something out of place with the 
neighbor or their house or receiving the neighbors’ mail, taking down a message for your neighbor or 
even entertaining their guests while they’re away. Neighbors also borrow things very often from one 
another. Neighbors will also get involved in the errands, work, cooking and other plans or needs when 
you have a party or other engagement. Essentially, neighbors become an extended part of your family that 
lives next to you. The rule is that to be a good neighbor, you must be willing to share what you have and 
be involved in the lives of your neighbors. After all, Nigeria is a collectivist community (“Hofstede 
insights,” n.d.).  

Communities like Nigeria where there is little multisensory spatial screening and in which 
information and guest flow is not as regulated also tend to be polychronic in their orientation to time. 
“Polychronic time means being involved with many things at once” (Hall & Hall, 1990, p. 13). This 
explains why private meetings are easily interrupted and time is very fluid. Schedules are not paramount; 
rather, relationships are paramount (InterNations, n.d.). “There is more emphasis on completing human 
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transactions than on holding to schedules” (Hall & Hall, 1990) and “personal relationships are often more 
important than regulations and laws” (Palk, 2010). 

A Nigerian will not honor commitments but relationships when making a promise. Palk (2010) 
described the business culture as one in which “negotiations are fluid and what's agreed on Monday might 
not necessary mean the same thing on Tuesday” (Palk, 2010, para. 2) as polychronians “change plans 
often and easily” (Hall & Hall, 1990, p. 15). Politicians and others with power will make promises, 
declare intentions to people and never fulfill them – they never planned to. People as a result are very 
suspicious of promises made by leaders and people in power.  

Since time is so unbounded in Nigeria, it is okay to arrive a little tardy to a meeting or an appointment 
– although organizations work very hard to prevent this. Excuses are often made for arriving late such as 
“unusual” traffic in Lagos (InterNations, n.d.) – whereas it is a known fact that Lagos experiences 
extreme traffic conditions every day. Thus, rather than working to efficiently plan around time and social 
circumstances, it is generally accepted that time is beyond one’s control and being late or going over time 
at a meeting may be inevitable.  

Nigerians spend the earliest portion of a meeting waiting for others to join the meeting. This time is 
also used to make merry, greet one another, ask about work in other departments, ask after colleagues’ 
relatives, make jokes and get comfortable with one another (InterNations, n.d.). Nigerians don’t always 
get straight to the point and end up talking about things that may be irrelevant to the purpose of the 
gathering; but then, Nigerians are polychromic; relationship building matters and they prefer to spend 
some time getting comfortable around one another before discussing serious business. Hall and Hall 
(1990) described polychronic cultures as “considering time commitments an objective to be achieved, if 
possible” (p. 15). 

While Edward T. Hall looked at culture as communication through context and orientation to time, 
Dutch social psychologist Geert Hofstede provides six dimensions of national culture which can also help 
in understanding the cultural environment in which organizations in Nigeria operate. These are the degree 
of power distance, individualism, time orientation, indulgence, uncertainty avoidance and masculinity 
(Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2010). For Hofstede, these are programmed in the mind from a very 
young age and these determine how a society functions as well as what is the acceptable norm of 
behavior. These differences will likely affect the nature of organizational identity particularly as being co-
constructed and negotiated by organizational members. 

The first of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions is power distance. This refers to how a society deals with 
inequality (Hofstede, 2011). It is “the extent to which the less powerful members of institutions and 
organizations within a country expect and accept that power is distributed unequally” (“Hofstede 
insights,” n.d.). In Nigeria, power is distributed very unequally and both those in power and those 
subordinated feel this power distribution is sometimes an entitlement (as in traditional rulers) or the will 
of the almighty God(s) (as in spiritual leaders or those in higher hierarchical positions such as political or 
organizational leaders). Because God cannot be questioned, neither should the authority of those in 
power. Yorùbá kings are called kabiyesi meaning the unquestionable one. Spiritual leaders are believed to 
speak directly from the almighty God(s) and so they should also not be challenged. Nigeria’s colonial past 
and ensuing military dictatorships where political and military power served to bully and subjugate the 
people have further reinforced this power distance. Osemeke and Osemeke’s (2017) research on culture 
and organizational governance found this to be prevalent even in private industries.  

In Nigeria, power distance is translated as “respect” (Palk, 2010). It is not so much about reverence 
but power and this power is achieved through age, position and money. People will defer the most amount 
of “respect” to those with the greatest amount of these. Osemeke and Osemeke (2017) described respect 
as a “way of life of the people” (p. 329) and is perhaps one of the few things all cultural groups in Nigeria 
agree on (Osemeke & Osemeke, 2017; Wallace, 1992). As a result, the different ethnic groups in Nigeria 
strive to get an in-group member into positions of high authority and power at both organizational and 
political levels; “whether he/she does not know the job is irrelevant” (Osemeke & Osemeke, 2017, p. 
329). This leads to cronyism and impedes organizational and national development. 
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Furthermore, in-group membership is very important in Nigeria as Nigerians are very collectivist. 
Collectivism, the next of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, is “related to the integration of individuals into 
primary groups” (Hofstede, 2011, p. 8). This is the cultural nationalism referred to earlier in this section 
of the paper. “People from birth onwards are integrated into strong, cohesive in-groups, often [of same 
ethnic origin,] extended families (with uncles, aunts and grandparents) that continue protecting them in 
exchange for unquestioning loyalty, and [will often] oppose other in- groups” (Hofstede, 2011, p. 11). 
This is the root of relationship being key for polychronic Nigerians. In-group networks are often very 
large but cohesive and maintained through the roles of elders who serve as moderators.  

A Nigerian is considered a strong member of his or her in-group regardless of where in the world s/he 
is. Being a high-context community, this member, though abroad, is still expected to be abreast of what is 
going on in the family and in-group network, contribute whenever needed and continue to fulfill 
traditional roles as expected. It is very common to find Nigerians travel back to Nigeria for their 
weddings, rites of passage and even funerals as maybe dictated by tradition. It is believed that no matter 
how long you spend traveling abroad, you will eventually return home. Thus, home is where your in-
group is rather than where you live. 

Additionally, Hofstede presented cultures as having a time dimension: short versus long term 
orientation “related to the choice of focus for people's efforts: the future or the present and past.” 
Hofstede (2011, p. 8). Nigeria is very short term oriented. This is perhaps responsible for the pronounced 
use of honorifics and titles; respect for elders and values for that which has passed, is ancient or of the 
ancestors. In Nigeria, age is everything and elders are seen as the “custodians of the tradition and culture” 
(Koper et al., 2009, p. 319). Age determines social roles and who must defer honor to whom. In a social 
gathering, the eldest person has roles s/he must fulfill. The younger person cannot sit while the elderly 
stands. The older ones should eat first and choose the best of all things. Younger people take what is left. 
The person who has spent the longest time around would be the wisest. This person is also usually the 
eldest in the room. It is often said that “no matter how many clothes a child has, s/he can never have as 
many rags [i.e., experiences]as the elderly”. 

Similarly, there is the tendency to maintain the norm as what is different is suspicious or bad. 
Nigerians often prefer to keep things the same even if those things are clearly not working. There is little 
tendency for adventure, being thrift or enduring for the future. There is always a lament or longing for the 
past as the “most important events in life occurred in the past” (Hofstede, 2011, p. 15).  

Closely related to short term-orientation is the high indulgence orientation. Of all scores on 
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, this is the dimension in which Nigeria scores the highest. According to 
Hofstede (2011), countries high on indulgence often have a “higher percentage of people declaring 
themselves very happy” (p. 16). Nigeria is an optimal example of this. Despite economic and societal 
challenges, Nigerians are generally very happy people and indulge in a lot of merry making; and in 2003 
and 2010 were ranked the happiest people in the world by a World Values Survey (Bond, 2003; “Nigeria 
tops happiness survey,” 2003) and a Gallup global poll (Adegoke, 2017; Channels Television, 2012) 
respectively; and in 2011, ranked the most optimistic people in the world (Adewunmi, 2011; Channels 
Television, 2012). 

“Indulgence versus Restraint [is] related to the gratification versus control of basic human desires 
related to enjoying life” (Hofstede, 2011, p. 8). Though the economy may recess, Nigerians’ consumerism 
appetite remains unperturbed “as evidenced by it being … one of the largest markets for Guinness in the 
world” (Jadesimi, 2015, para. 3). Every weekend in Lagos ushers in a stream of merriment from funerals 
on Fridays, weddings on Saturdays and birthday celebrations for elders on Thursdays and Sundays. 
Lagosians spent ₦1 billion ($6.2 million USD) monthly on merriment according to the Lagos state 
government (Akoni & Olowoopejo, 2013).  

Furthermore, on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions is uncertainty avoidance. It is not about avoiding risk 
but dealing with ambiguous or unknown situations. “It indicates to what extent a culture programs its 
members to feel either uncomfortable or comfortable in unstructured situations” (Hofstede, 2011, p. 10) 
such as when encountering that which is new or unusual. Nigeria has a mid-level uncertainty avoiding 
culture. There is some tolerance for ambiguity but not too much and there is the common belief that 
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“'there can only be one Truth and we have it'” (Hofstede, 2011, p. 10). Thus, Nigerians often feel the need 
to “correct” anyone who deviates from dominant values. 

Nigerians simultaneously accept unknown futures as these cannot be determined except by the higher 
power that controls the world. Nigerians enjoy the present, take each day as it comes and leave the future 
to take care of itself. There is little planning for ambiguous situations and people are often complacent 
even when it is clear that a little anxiety and planning would help achieve a more definite outcome. 
Sriramesh & Verčič (2009) provided that this is related to being high-context as these cultures are “known 
to tolerate greater levels of ambiguity” (p. 12). At the same time however, Nigerians worry about what 
happens after death; and the different religions prescribe “the guidelines” for living in order to reach that 
preferred end. Nigerians thus, while relaxed, also get anxious about making it to paradise. 

Nigerians are not very adventurous. They do not like to try new things and will not enter situations 
that are completely unfamiliar such as traveling to a new environment where there is no known in-group 
member; or leaving a job for an uncertain goal. Nigerians often build careers around jobs they do not even 
like – although this can be attributed to economic uncertainties. The common rhetoric is that it is better to 
stay on the job you are sure of and which provides a paycheck than veering off adventurously and then 
not finding work. The proverb for this is about a foolish person who, seeing lightning, throws out old 
water in buckets in the hope of fetching new rain water. What if it then doesn’t rain? Only throw out the 
one you have when you see that certainly, new rain has come. 

Last in this discussion is masculinity versus femininity. This is not so much about the individual but 
the community. What values are more upheld – feelings or work? “Admiration for the strong” or 
“sympathy for the weak”? (Hofstede, 2011, p. 12). How are values and roles split between the genders in 
the community? Is it important to be “very assertive and competitive and maximally different”? 
(Hofstede, 2011, p. 12). 

Nigerian culture is very patriarchal. Girls have roles they are expected to fulfill and so do the boys 
who are not expected to show emotion. Children are raised following gender guidelines and gender is 
sufficient reason to be allowed or prevented from doing certain things. For example, because a child is 
male, from birth, he is raised to recognize that he must provide for his family financially, be concerned 
about stability of the future on behalf of others and would become responsible for his parents and younger 
relatives’ livelihood (if need be) when he grows older. These roles are ascribed from birth (Parsons & 
Shils, 1951). The girl child must also sit in a certain way which is more “girly,” and she must be more 
conscientious and neat. She must recognize that her goals for life must be devised with caution as they 
must align with those of her husband. She is raised learning how to raise a family but not to be financially 
independent. The male should be strong, assertive, ambitious and always fight back. It is tabooed for the 
roles to be switched. Tradition and religious thoughts are used to justify many of these convictions.  

Nigeria is a masculine-dominated culture “driven by competition, achievement and success” 
(“Hofstede insights,” n.d.). Success in Nigeria is understood as working hard, but more importantly, being 
wealthy. Nigerians are competitive in and outside of work. Everything is seen as a competition – against 
neighbors, family friends, co-workers, random people and even where there is no actual competition. 
Competitiveness sometimes involves physical tactics like pushing and, in extreme cases, punching. The 
Nigerian senate and house of representatives have been sites for showing this part of the Nigerian society 
to the world. Deliberations have often led to fisticuffs (Jones, n.d.).  

As seen from the discussion, culture is very important to organizing in Nigeria. The organization 
itself “is a social actor that reflects cultural themes and interprets cultural resources in the construction of 
‘who we are’ and ‘what we do’” (Glynn & Watkiss, 2012). As a result, cultural sentiments and beliefs 
play a significant role in organizational construction and operations. As with other environmental 
variables, recognizing the role of culture helps better understand and interpret organizational identity. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

As can be seen in the above discussion of the environmental variables, “business in Nigeria is not for 
those unwilling to become informed about its history and current conflicts affecting its political economy” 
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(Shapiro, 2014, p. 3). The Nigerian environment is significantly different from what is obtainable in many 
Western nations. As Kaplan and Manners (1972) argue, the social structure is one of the determinants of 
culture. (Other determinants include technoeconomics, ideology and personality.) Social structures 
including the political and economic state of societies will affect the way people behave as well as their 
deep-rooted values. They strongly affect how the culture of the social group is formed and how 
organizations are run in that social environment. Thus, in aligning “identity with prevalent cultural 
sentiments and through the use of cultural mechanisms, an organization [may] gain audience acceptance, 
thereby conferring legitimacy and value on the organization (Glynn & Watkiss, 2012)” (Gioia et al., 
2013, pp. 163-164). 

For the sake of studying organizational identity, as the concept may be realized in Nigeria, it is 
important to recognize that “in Nigeria the way of life of the people is often used as a standard to 
determine how a company should be run” (Osemeke & Osemeke, 2017, p. 329). It should thus be 
expected that even concepts of organizational identity such as the negotiation of identity through the 
interactions of organizational leaders and members may be challenged because of cultural values such as 
power distance. Similarly, economic and political concerns may also come in effect in both how 
organizational members see their organization as well as the extent to which identity plays a central role 
in the conduct of business. Thus, even the concept of endurance or continuity may be challenged in this 
environment and perhaps replaced with dynamic cultural framing in showing “cultural fit” with current 
environmental sentiments (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 163). It may be expected that in resilience to 
environmental factors, newer or other conceptions of organizational identity may be realized. These 
conceptions may then play the key role in successfully running an organization in Nigeria. 
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