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ABSTRACT 

In The general work environment of many public sector organizations in Nigeria, an avid 

watcher may observe varying degrees of employee under performance. The ratings may span 

from the apparent lack of dexterity while performing tasks, to the output quality of task when 

completed, to the level of delay at arriving at the output, to even the outright glaring 

unwillingness to perform the task at all. Various forms of work behaviour indicative of poor 

performance at work were highlighted in this work with the major intention to explore the 

management of workforce skilling as a tool to addressing the work behaviours of employees 

in the public sector of the Nigerian work environment. This is a conceptual work that drew its 

theoretical underpinning from the transformative learning theory and has practical 

implications for the improvement of workplace behaviours of employees for the general 

performance of the public sector in Nigeria. The paper  highlighted  skilling strategies that 

included aspects of up-skilling, multi-skilling and cross-skilling and suggested personal 

skilling culture and systemic re-orientation as ways forward, to address the work behavioural 

issues in the  public sector . 
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INTRODUCTION 

The minimum workplace expectation of an employee’s behaviour at work does not have 

room for under performance. Be it in the private or public sector, the mandate for employees 

to deliver excellently on the job is highly desired and demanded. Employees are expected to 

demonstrate great apt and knowledge in the technicalities of the work they are expected to 

perform. However, the reality is that employees sometimes fail to achieve the core mandate 

of their tasks and exhibit work behaviours lacking in the minimum performance expectations 

of the job. 

The work outcomes of employees in the public sector in Nigeria have been a major cause for 

concern. It has  been observed that an average Nigerian worker , independent of geopolitical 

divisions, rural urban  residence, religious affiliation, sex and age tends to have a non-

challant attitude to work (Arrey, 2013; Omisore & Adeleke, 2015).  However debatable 

and controversial this might be, there is ample evidence of gross underperformance and 

unproductive work habits of the employees in this sector. 

 

As part of an institutional process, the human resource functions of recruitment, selection and 

placement of employees makes it possible to get the right employee for the job. It is taken for 

granted that the employees so employed will be able to show capacity and achieve the job 

expectations. In cases of employment of fresh graduates, the new employees tend to lack the 

basic industry experience to make them exhibit high levels of on- the- job performance. In 

other cases where employees have worked on a job for years, they may tend to find their jobs 

boring, monotonous and uninteresting. It may also be likely that  their initial skills may have 

become obsolete and rusty, making them unable to meet the realities of the present day 

acceptable level of work behaviour in terms of the job performance. This makes 

multidimensional acquisition of skill set crucial and fundamental for any logical progression 

in an employee’s growth path in organizations 

Efforts have been made to incorporate entrepreneurial and technical as well as practical 

education in the curriculum of the Nigerian school system. Traditionally, the indigenous 

educational system, operating in cultural settings in Nigeria were full of packages that made 

persons of every age category learn various practical skills which were functional oriented. 

At about mid 1800s formal, western type education was introduced in the country. This also 

tried to put the needed impetus on the need to acquire functional skills. Chimaka (2014) has 

opined that the Western system of education which has now dominated the educational life of 

Nigerian people is seen as a means of social emancipation and an avenue for economic 

development. Adeyemi, Oribabor and Adeyemi (2012) observed that Nigeria as a nation had 

witnessed a series of Educational Systems since its birth in 1914. And that certain ills and 

shortcomings in Nigerian educational system gave birth to the 1969 curriculum conference 

that focused on Nigerian children in Nigerian society with National policies on Education.  

This Conference had far-reaching effects on the curriculum contents, purposes, goals and 

objectives of education in Nigeria (Akanbi & Abiolu, 2018). The fourth edition of the 

National Policy on Education states that education is an instrument Par excellence for 

effecting national development and that the country’s educational goals shall be clearly set 

out in terms of their needs of the individual and those of the society in line with the present 

day realities of the environment and world. 

Ajibade (2019) after taking a critical analysis of Nigeria’s educational system, identified that 

the knowledge and certificate based system has hindered the ratings of the economic index 
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and other growth metrics of the country. The employability of the graduates at different 

levels in the thinking of the designers of the various systems expected that the needed 

functionality of the school systems will be harnessed. This position has also been canvassed 

by several researchers on the emphasis on the importance of providing functional educational 

curricula relevant to the needs of individuals and the society at large (Akanbi & Abiolu, 

2018; Ofor-Douglas, 2020). This paper also lends a voice to and highlights the challenge of 

education for use in Nigeria and calls to question the functionality of the Nigeria’s 

educational system. 

The public service employees in  this work include all those in the service at the three tiers of 

government,  extra-ministerial, parastatals and agencies, as well as in the service of the 

judiciary and legislative arms of government,  the Armed forces,  police and  other  

paramilitary services. These employees are saddled with the vital responsibilities of 

government policy implementation. Omisore and Adeleke (2015) identified the employees 

roles  to include  giving professional  and  technical  advice  on  government  policies  based  

on  knowledge,  experience gained over a long period of service and expertise; developing  

programmes  of  project  execution  by government and the project options based on available 

resources; monitoring and  evaluation of all on-going government  projects  and  programmes  

to  ensure  they  comply  to  plans  and  adequately  or properly implemented;   ensuring   

operation   of   development   consciousness, performance  oriented,  effective  and  efficient  

administrative  system; promoting the dynamic  growth of socially  responsible private sector 

within the framework of national economic objectives; acting as a springboard for public 

policy;  providing  for  continuity  in  governance  among others.  

 

The managers’ inability to identify the lack of the required skill to perform on the job may be 

a major reason adduced for dysfunctional work behavior and a major contributory factor to 

the underperformance of employees. This paper intends to highlight the role of managers in 

enabling the employees acquire the necessary skill set to boost their workplace behaviour in 

terms of job performance.  

THE UNDERPINNING THEORY 

Learning   has been regarded as a long-term change in mental representations and behavior as 

a result of experience (Omrod, 2012). Stern (2017) views learning as more than just a 

temporary use of information or a singular adaption to a particular situation but is associated 

with changes in mental representations that can manifest themselves in behavioral changes. 

The theoretical underpinning of this work is based on the Transformative Learning Theory 

(Mezirow, 1991). This theory, which is an offshoot of the Constructivist Learning Theory, 

has improving critical thinking in learners by putting forward disorienting dilemmas to 

prompt a change in their world view, as its aim.  The focus is on the learning patterns of 

adults and young adults who are likely to form the bulk of the workers in the public service.  

With the present work demand of highly skilled virtual employees, the need for employees 

with dynamic and updated skills will continue to be imperative. The proponent of the 

Transformative learning theory believes that learners can adjust their thought processes 

should new information be made available to them. Mezirow (1991) who studied adult 

women that had embarked on adult education programmes initially thought that adults did not 

apply their old understandings to new situations but rather looked at new perspectives so as to 

get a new understanding of issues as they arise.  A major finding of that research was that 

critical reflection and critical review could lead to a transformation of a person’s 
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understanding.   This could be paraphrased to mean that the more the learning the more new 

concepts and ideas are grasped. The central thought therefore is that learners get new 

information and evaluate past believes, knowledge and ways of doing things and reconstruct 

their worldview based on new information and through critical reflection. Clark and Wilson 

(1991) argued that the process of perspective transformation has three dimensions. They 

include psychological, which has to do with changes in understanding of the self; 

convictional, which is a revision of belief systems; and behavioral, which reflects changes in 

lifestyle. This learning theory focuses on instrumental learning and communicative learning. 

Instrumental learning emphasizes task-oriented problem solving and evaluation of cause and 

effect relationships while communicative learning highlights ways individual feelings, needs, 

and desires could be communicated. Transformative Learning Theory can be used in 

Diversity and Inclusion training to help people understand and overcome their unconscious 

biases, in nursing education and other areas of practice (Christie, Carey, Robertson & 

Grainger, 2015; Tsimane & Downing, 2020). This theory will definitely be apt for 

behavioural and attitudinal transformation in public workplaces in Nigeria. 

WORKFORCE SKILLING MANAGEMENT AND WORK BEHAVIOUR 

The work behavior of an employee is a critical input in the measurement of the analysis of 

factors accounting for an organizations success.  This is in line with the thoughts of   Bos-

Nehles, Bondarouk and Nijenhuis (2017) that employees’ innovative work behaviour is an 

important determinant of organizational success.  Workforce Skilling is the deliberate action 

by managers to make employees acquire relevant competences. It is a constant and 

continuous shift in the knowledge and expertise of employees. It is a multidimensional effort 

at skillset acquisition. A mismatch of skill requirements in organizations will have adverse 

effects on the organizations task accomplishment levels and on the self-esteem of the 

employees. Self-esteem is an important driver of achievement and well-being as low self-

esteem is often used as an excuse for mistakes or socially unacceptable behaviour.  This may 

also affect traditional human resources variables of job control, employee anxiety, role 

overload, turnover and absenteeism with the attendant significant influence on firms 

productivity (Webber, Ser, & Goussak, 2015). Skills mismatch is one factor that has serious 

implications of human resource utilization and workplace behaviour. Morsy and Mukasa 

(2019) observed that skill and educational mismatches are prevalent in Africa. One logical 

avenue to skilling management will be to analyze the potential skill need and the present 

skillset of employees in firms.  This analysis identifies the skills gap which should be filled 

for the success of the organization. Alsafadi and Abunafesa (2012) saw skill gap from another 

perspective. In their view, Skills gap is the difference between the markets need (demand) 

and the current skills supplied by local education institutes (supply). Firms are also 

increasingly finding it challenging to identify the particular skillset required by their 

employees as advances in technology and operational dynamics of the firms seem to be 

constantly de-skilling the employees. Thus, taking cognizance of all perspectives of skills gap 

analysis peculiar to an organization and the factors constantly de-skilling employees, 

workforce skilling management is all efforts aimed at ensuring that employees always have 

the right skills that will yield the most benefit for an organization at a given time. 

There are several taxonomies of skills needed for desired work behavioural outcomes. Skills 

have been seen as the level of performance of an individual on a particular task or the 

capability to perform a job well which can be divided into technical elements and behavioral 

elements (Noe, Hollenbeck & Gerhart, 2015). Some other researchers have regarded them as 
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hard and soft skills. The technical elements, which are those acquired qualifications through 

educational institutions and are  necessary  for  labour market success, measure hard skills 

while effective  communication,  cooperation, coaching, Management skills, Team work, 

Presentation Skills, Skills in Dealing with difficult personalities, Facilitating skills, creativity,  

flexibility, consumer  orientation,  efficiency,  independence,  problem  solving,  planning  

and  organising,  life-long  learning,  proactive approach, stress resiliency, exploring and 

orientation in information and leadership measure soft skills (Balcar, 2017; Daud, Abidin, 

Sapuan & Rajadurai, 2012; Patacsil, & Tablatin, 2017; Truitt, 2011). Employees in the  

public sector need both the  technical skills and abilities as well as other soft skills  to 

perform specific tasks. These basic skills which may be acquired as part of learning in 

educational institutions or through skilling programmes designed by organizations within the 

work environment.  

Technology, operational modus operandi as well as other factors in environmental milieu of 

corporate work places have been evolving and will yet evolve as long as there is time and 

opportunity to do so.   The environment many workplaces find themselves does not give 

ample room for them to stagnate their processes if they are to survive the existing high rate of 

hyper-competition. It becomes even more important for them to work on the skills of their 

employees who will drive these processes. There is therefore the accelerated need to ensure 

employees acquire additional relevant skills that will boost their confidence and expand their 

horizon of strategic areas of interests for personal and corporate benefit. The ability of 

employees to deliver value-added service consistently requires workers’ dedicated 

application of skills.  This is also dependent on the creation of challenging, but satisfying and 

effective working environments. When organisations provide this, the resultant effect among 

others would be employee empowerment, improved employee satisfaction, and ultimately 

sustained productivity (Sam-Okere, & Agbeniga, 2014). Some useful skilling strategies 

include the following: 

Up-skilling: Up-skilling  is a  future oriented process to the extent that skill  areas of  

strategic business interests do not only make room for innovative use of skills for today’s 

operations but also  for anticipated changes in technology as well as in economic, business 

and workplace behavioral demands . Up-skilling is a process of building up on an inherent or 

already existing skill or learning another aspect of the skill. It is an update on a skill one 

already possesses in order to have a deeper understanding of a particular skillset. Chaaya, 

Hamad and Beyrouthy (2019) believe soft skills especially in decision making, leadership, 

and problem-solving are necessary skill sets at the higher levels of management .Growth 

opportunities in the public sector should incorporate up-skilling   programmes for every 

category of workers as this gives the employee the opportunity to have nuanced background 

knowledge of the workings of the work environment as whole. The psychological 

implications of this, is that it gives the employee more confidence and intrinsic satisfaction. 

The person may gain more respect from colleagues and may get more recommendations of 

advancement. 

Multi-skilling: This is a process of making employees to have several complimentary skills 

or making an individual employee to perform different tasks. The introduction of multi-

skilling within organisations is normally conducted with the aim of improving efficiency, 

quality, production and cost-effectiveness (Manyi, Sibanda, & Katrodia, 2018). There are 

many roles expectations and challenges that come with the embedded tasks and duties of a 

job. By having multiple skills an employee can improve dexterity and deliver surmount the 

challenges of multiple role expectations of the constantly evolving workplace. The skills in 
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related areas may make for more efficiency and proficiency when used at once. Having a 

wide range and variety of interrelated skills will improve in job prospects and broaden 

opportunities for growth. Being skilled in more than one task may lead to various levels of 

creativity and dexterity at one’s job. For example, a skill earned while doing task A may be 

applied in task B. 

Cross-skilling: This is the ability of an employee to meaningfully apply one skill to different 

job areas or tasks by using different approaches. The job market is extremely competitive and 

employers require the services of skilled employees to work for them (Ofor-Douglas, 2020). 

Skill acquisition while in school and knowledge to fit industry becomes extremely important. 

Employees could become intrapreneurial and assets to their organizations and in some cases, 

employers of labour themselves. In other words, by using complimentary aspects of a skill, 

cross-skilling allows employees to use one skillset to tackle challenges from different angles. 

This calls for a broad knowledge of an entire skillset for an employee’s on-the- job 

performance to be better. Cross-skilling effectively pools multiple demand streams, 

improving service levels and, when demand streams are negatively correlated, boosting 

productivity (Easton, 2011). This also has implications for cost of labour and service 

delivery. Public servant s who have undergone cross skilling  have built –in capacity  to 

handle assignments  across the units and departments which gives the system leverage  for 

increased scheduling flexibility of workers. 

WAY FORWARD 

Several challenges of skilling  have  been identified in the public sector in Nigeria to include 

haphazard manner in which such programmes are planned and executed, inadequate funding, 

favouritism, misappropriation of budgetary allocations, poor coordination, outmoded and 

outdated  equipment and facilities, faulty needs assessment of programmes, political factors 

include interference in employee selection for programmes (Audu, Paul & Omisore, 2015; 

Madubueze, Ananti, Onyekwelu & Okpalibekwe, 2015; Sam-Okere & Agbeniga, 2014). Job 

enlargement, which is also an avenue for skilling, is done without adequate regard to the 

current skillset and capabilities of the staff in question, which may result in low morale and 

frustration within the system (Adiele, & Ibietan, 2017). 

The abovementioned challenges can induce increasing deterioration of employee 

potentialities to cope with challenges arising from the social, economic and technological 

changes. All of these identified draw backs notwithstanding, workforce skilling, if properly 

applied may be an indubitable tool in addressing the challenge of workers’ unwillingness to 

work and poor work attitudes and behavior and improve work employee performance. This 

paper thus proposes the following as possible ways to move forward in the management of 

workforce skilling. 

Educational Institutions:  The educational institutions will continue to be key instruments in 

the workforce skilling management process. The focus of educational institutions should be 

to equip people, who are potential employees and perhaps employers of labour with the hard 

and soft skills and knowledge that are relevant and related to the industry needs and to 

enhance their self-esteem, build their capacity and solve workplace challenges. Also, the 

organizations as a way of being socially responsible can offer industrial skilling sessions to 

educational institutions aimed at keeping the institutions abreast with the latest skill 

requirements of the industry. This will reduce costs for organizations as the organizations will 

not necessarily have to spend on fresh graduates from such Institutions to undergo basic 

industrial skilling. 
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Personal skilling culture: The Government usually makes expenditure on programmes 

aimed at making personnel to acquire certain skills. Even when persons  are seen jostling  for 

their inclusion in such programmes, if the jostling is  just to get whatever monetary or paper- 

certificate- benefits attached to such programmes, the aim  will always be defeated. Personal 

skilling culture is an integrated pattern of thinking and behaving by an individual with the 

aim of acquiring relevant skillsets. When individual desire to have a deep understanding of 

the need to be up- to- date in ones skillset requirements in their workplaces. This desire 

would be intrinsic which, when given adequate organizational support, individuals can use to 

build their career skills and chart their growth path. With the changing workplace, skilling 

can the acquired through virtual platforms. Individuals with proactive learning mindsets can 

have lifelong skills which could be applied hands-on on their jobs. 

Systemic re-orientation: There is no doubt that having employees with requisite skills will 

be highly beneficial to organizations. The government may have noted this and makes efforts 

to organize and fund skilling programmes. However, observable systemic patterns presented 

over time have not allowed the benefits of workforce skilling to be visible. The skilling 

programmes seem to be given rhetorical commitment. The programmes seem to be organized 

for the sake of it.  The funding is inadequate, the gap analysis of to identify skilling needs of 

the workplace, the skilling need of each employee, who should go for what skilling 

programme and when seem uncoordinated. Even after an employee may have undergone a 

particular type of skilling, inadequate tools and organizational arrangement including the 

proper placement or redeployment does not allow for the practice of skills acquired. Such 

faulty systemic orientations will have to be changed if gains of such lofty progammes are to 

be reaped. 

Conclusion 

What the public sector in Nigeria needs are employees that can adapt readily to sudden and 

massive changes, who are innovative and productive and are have skills that will be 

advantageous to the drive towards  excellent performance in general services to the populace. 

Taking for granted that high quality work outcomes will be better delivered by highly skilled 

workforce, it becomes imperative that in the Workforce skilling management process, the 

identification of the necessary skill set and the acquisition of skills by employees are good 

managerial actions that will likely improve work performance.  Such identification should 

take cognizance of the current skill requirements and challenges as well as global standards 

and demands. Suffice it to say that skilling outcomes should be in tandem with the highest 

level of expected employees work behavior for it to be regarded as properly managed. Going 

by the suggested ways forward of the paper, work behaviours of public sector workers in 

Nigeria will most likely achieve the needed impetus to deliver on their mandates. 
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