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Abstract 
The civil service is the machinery through which the government implements its 

policies, designed to meet political aims and provides social service. This paper 

examines the structure and functions of the civil service, attempts made by 

government at reforming the service, problems bedeviling the workings of the 

service as well as looking at the difference between the professionals and 

generalists in the civil service. The paper is of the view that, a vibrant, efficient and 

effective civil service can only be assured if measures are put in place to reward 

merit and excellence rather than, age and seniority. 
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Introduction 

The establishment of the Nigerian civil service dates back to 13th March, 1862 when the 

British government declared its interest in the port and Island of Lagos under the title of 

the settlement of Lagos. The origin of the Nigerian civil service can best be traced to the 

administration of Lord Lugard who was the Governor General of the amalgamated 

administration of Northern and Southern Nigeria from 1914. The real structure of the 

service as we now know was put in place by Sir. Hugh Clifford who succeeded Lord 

Lugard and was appointed Governor General of Nigeria. He established a central 

secretariat in Lagos in 1921. Efforts have been made at repositioning the civil service to 

meet the challenges of the 21st century as well as the aspirations of government.   

 

Conceptual Clarifications 

 A civil servant is simply someone, employed by the civil service commission and 

paid by the Government out of moneys voted for the purpose by the National 

Assembly or State Houses of Assembly. 

 A professional is an expert who has devoted time and studies to a special branch 

of learning and has acquired specialized experience in tackling problems of 

particular subjects or areas.  
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 A Generalist is a person whose knowledge is dispersed over a wide range of 

subjects. A generalist also fits into the description as one who has a broad general 

knowledge and skills in several endeavours.  

 

Theoretical Frame Work (The Group Theory) 

Group theory defines political behaviour in terms of group interactions. It starts with the 

presumption that the group is a basic unit of political action and basis of the study of 

politics.  

 

Essentially, the approach seeks to interpret government policies in terms of pools and 

pressures of different groups in society. It is presumed that plurality of interest resides in 

the society. In their effort to achieve specific goals, the groups interact among themselves 

and influence the formal decision making processes.  

 

The thesis of group theory is the inherent assumption of the existence of variant groups 

pursuing conflicting interest in a society and such power if fragmented; things get done by 

compromise (Egonwan, 1991) 

 

The group theory will be apt in explaining the structure and functions of the civil service 

with emphasis on the dichotomy between the professionals and the generalists. The civil 

service as a group of government employees are interested in moving governmental 

activities forward through quality programme formulation, execution and 

implementation. 

 

Structure and Functions of the Civil Service  

The civil service is a body of men and women (young and old) employed to ensure that 

policies and programmes of any government at any particular time are carried out. The 

civil service as part of Government never dies. Because of its perpetual nature and the 

changing nature of constitutionally elected governments, it has to be endowed with 

specific peculiarities to enable it serve any government no matter the political leaning of 

that government: 

 

a. It has to be non partisan and inviolate to enable it serve any government of the day 

b. It has to be made up of experienced men and women with the technical and 

professional know-how to enable it implement government policies. 

c. It has to be orderly and also ensure that orderly administration of the country is 

continuous  

d. The civil service is indispensable as it remains despite changes in government.  
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e. It operate under rules which guide its conducts  

f. The civil service has ministries and departments. Each ministry and department 

has it’s set functions and goals. The Royal commission on the civil service (1953 – 

55) described civil servants as “servants of the crown, other than holders of 

political or judicial offices who are employed in a civil capacity and whose 

remuneration is paid wholly or directly out of money voted by parliament”, In the 

Nigeria context, a civil servant is simply someone, employed by the civil service 

commission and paid by the government out of money voted for the purpose by 

the national assembly or state house of assembly. 

 

In the civil service, there are great variety of jobs. Fundamentally, civil servants in 

ministries work for the government under the directives of ministers or commissioners. 

Apart form providing all the information needed for the administration of Government, 

they also help to formulate and execute government policies. The job of a civil servant is a 

mixed grill, sometimes exciting, at other times routines, but always challenging.  

 

The civil service is a dynamic organization which is constantly evolving new techniques 

to improve upon its past as well as to meet fresh challenges. A civil servant is expected to 

use his initiative and judgment wisely in deciding issues since these decisions generally 

affect the lives of the citizens.  

The principles and goals guiding the civil service can be summarized as follows: 

a. Independent non-political control of recruitment and conditions of employment  

b. Recruitment by merit 

c. A system of appeals designed to preserve justice in promotions, dismissal and 

punishment.  

d. Advancement on grounds of efficiency  

e. A regular system of classification of position with incremental advance  

f. Protection against arbitrary and indiscriminate dismissal  

g. A distinctive retirement and pensions systems 

h. Opportunity for employment within and between departments.  

 

The constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria vests in the federal civil service 

commission and the state civil service commission, the function of recruitment into the 

civil service. There are however certain posts in the civil service, the appointments to which 

is within the prerogative of the president or a state governor in the case of a state civil 

service, such appointment include those of permanent secretaries. The discipline and 

control of civil servants are vested by the constitution in the civil service commission. All 

policy decisions are taken by the minister/commissioner. Before taking decision, he is 
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expected to seek the advice of the permanent secretary. He is not necessarily bound to 

accept this advice, but it is advisable and desirable that such advice should be given careful 

consideration even if it is to be rejected. Within the framework of approved policy, the 

management of the ministry is the responsibility of the permanents secretary and his 

lieutenants.  

 

It id instructive to note that the British civil service was established in 1870 following the 

North cote travelling report. In the report, it was recommended that civil service work 

should be divided into intellectual and routine work. University graduates were to be 

recruited for intellectual work while non graduates to be engaged in routine work. Thus 

the tradition was established for recruiting persons with designated levels of education for 

beginning positions in the civil service. Our colonial masters introduced paid employment 

into the country.  

 

At independence in 1960, all the positions in the civil service were taken over by Nigerians. 

The number of Nigerian civil servants therefore increased and they were expected to carry 

on what they learnt from the colonial master and improve on them. The colonial civil 

servants bequeathed to the Nigerian civil servants, work ethics of diligence, efficiency, 

thoroughness, fairness, honesty, integrity in the civil service.   

 

Reforms in the Civil Service  

The civil service has under gone several reforms from the period of colonialism through 

military regimes up to the current democratic administration in Nigeria. Some of the 

reforms include  

- Tudor Davis and Harragin Commission of 1945 and 1946 which reviewed the 

wages and general conditions of service in the civil service.  

- The Udoji Public Service Review Commission of 1975 which introduced the 

unified grading and salary structure in the service.  

- The civil service reform of 1988 through Decree No 43 of 1988. Among all reforms, 

the 1988 reform was the most elaborate. It was meant to achieve the following 

objectives:  

(a) Enhance professionalism, decentralization and delegation of functions. 

(b) Institute checks and balances  

(c) Promote general modernization  

(d) Enhance the combination of responsibility with authority  

(e) Align the civil service with the spirit of Executive presidentialism 

(f) Enhance efficiency, effectiveness and speed of operations (Phillips 1990, 1989, 

1988) 
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All these reforms were intended to improve on the character of work ethics and values in 

the civil service. Such values and ethics directly affect the individuals who perform duties 

as civil servants, guided by the rules of the service.  

 

Problems Bedeviling the Nigerian Civil Service   

A recent study done in the Edo State Public Service reveals that much as the civil servants 

are ready to work diligently, they encounter ethical challenges that tend to force them to 

abandon their codes of ethics. Some of the challenges are:  

- That civil service work is no longer exciting and those who are in it do so with a 

lot of frustration  

- The politicians have taken over a lot of the civil servants work and so they (civil 

servants) now watch them from the sidelines 

- The politicians have no respect for rules and regulations and the civil servants that 

insist on these rules are labeled and marked for elimination through postings, 

redeployment, denied promotion, ignored, termination of appointment or 

outright retirement.  

- There is more fraud by way of misapplication of public funds and outright 

withdrawal and use of public funds for skeletal projects; taking huge i.o.u for 

personal effects which are never repaid, non remission of revenue generated. The 

civil servants who ask questions or demand written approvals or receipts for 

money released etc are rebuffed and threatened. This results in collusion by some 

dubious officers.  

- Those who work hard are not adequately rewarded. Promotions, postings, 

approval of allowances or personal benefits are now mostly enjoyed by those civil 

servants with the right political connections.  

- Employment is given to politicians children or relations regardless of their 

qualification and suitability for the jobs and positions to which they are employed. 

These new employees are therefore unable to carry out the duties assigned to 

them. The older employees whose workload was to be reduced as a result of the 

employees whose workload was to be reduced as a result of the employment find 

that their work load has in fact increased because they now have to repeat what 

these new employees had done to make it presentable or suitable. As the older 

employees repeat these tasks, they grumble, curse, complain and get stressed.  

- There is little attention paid to training new employees. Where such efforts are 

made, the new employees hardly take such training seriously, knowing that as a 

result of their connection, nothing would happen to them if they were to perform 

poorly in the training exercise.  
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- The poor maintenance of existing infrastructure or equipment; the non challance 

of top management to the functionality of equipment’s; the money collected for 

the maintenance or procurement of equipment’s by nonprofessionals; poor quality 

equipment and the insistence by management on high productivity and revenue 

generation under these terrible conditions can have a dampening effect or 

frustration on the part of the diligent civil servant.  

- The professionals who gets frustrated by the non functioning equipment but who 

wants to remain up to date in his profession sometimes make personal 

arrangement to procure these equipment for private use and what we hear is 

complaints of diversion of government work to private workshops.  

- The emphasis on age and seniority in the service rather than competence and 

ability to deliver is gradually relegating the civil service to the background as 

highfliers in the service are not given the opportunity to prove themselves.  

 

The solution to the complaints is the civil servants re-orientation on ethics. The return to 

moral rectitude, integrity, honesty and consistency on the part of the senior civil servants. 

The reliance on the civil service rules and regulations as a guide for all actions which was 

the tradition at independence needs to be re-activated and maintained.  

 

Dichotomy between the Professional and the Generalists.  

The Indian institute of public administration conference on public administration held on 

the 15th – 21st February, 2000 defined generalist officer as a bright young man who has 

received a liberal college education in any subject. 

 

A professional is an expert who has devoted time and studies to a special branch of 

learning and has acquired specialized experience in tackling problems of particular 

subjects or areas. He is exclusive from posting in areas where his specialized knowledge 

or training does not find direct application. The major arguments in favour of generalists 

are:   

- The person with liberal education and varied multi-functional experience is much 

better than the specialist who has deep knowledge of a very narrow field.  

- It has direct contact with grassroots administration  

- By their education, training and experience, generalists have a broad view of 

problem facing the society; which the specialist lack. 

- At higher level of administration, very little technical knowledge is required. 

- When the specialists are required to do the job of a generalist, they are at a loss. 

They nether remain specialist nor do they become good generalist.  
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- In any decision making process, technical inputs are taken from only a small part. 

Other matters like financial, administrative, political, legal etc are more important. 

- Generalists having a broad background of working in various departments are 

better suited for these jobs. 

-  

The arguments in favour of specialists are  

- In the colonial period or even during early independence period, the 

administrative tasks were relatively simple. But now it has become complex and 

cannot be comprehended by specialists.  

- Generalists always depend on the advice of the specialists.  

 

The Generalists Also Known as the Administrative Class  

One of the most important groups in the civil service is the administrative class whose 

functions are derived from the ministerial and parliamentary system of government. Even 

during this era of the presidential system, in order to make it possible for ministers/ 

commissioners to carry out their functions efficiently and effectively, they are supported 

by a body of staff under the leadership of permanent secretaries, who should bring to bear 

on the work of the ministries/ departments, the objectives of the ministries / departments. 

It is for this group to bring together the many and diverse views involved in matters 

requiring policy decisions and to advise on the appropriate decision and put them into 

effect.  For example, the permanent secretary in the ministry of health cannot deal with 

every aspect of the problem in his ministry without the support and cooperation of other 

ministries and departments.  

 

Potential administrative officers are usually university graduates; some are transferred or 

promoted to posts within the class from other classes in the service. Appointments to post 

other than the initial grade may be directly made by the civil service commission from 

candidates considered suitably qualified. The new scheme of service for Administrative 

officers cadre spell out posts and salaries, duties and methods of entering into the cadre.  

Most administrative posts, like other posts, in the service are graded to discharge specific 

functions called schedules of duties. Administrative officers are centrally deployed.  

 

The Professional Class  

The qualifications of the members of this class are university degrees or professional 

qualifications. Most professional officers in the service are in the specialist ministries and 

Non ministerial Departments such as Agriculture and Natural resources, Audit, 

Education, Finance and Treasury, Industries, Justice, Health, works and Housing etc. The 
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new scheme of service spell out posts and salaries, duties and methods of entering into the 

various cadres.  

 

Scientific and research officers are manly in the ministries of Agricultural and Natural 

Resources, Industries and Health. 

 

Recommendation and Conclusion  

The “civil service” is a body or organ which enjoys continuity of existence. Essentially, it 

covers ministries and extra-ministerial offices.  

 

For the civil service to be vibrant, the civil servant should not assist the politician to subvert 

the rules for immediate gains and turn round with the excuse that he was pressurized. The 

service should be made rewarding and exciting again. This can only be done by the civil 

servants themselves and not politicians. Just apply the rules equitably and honestly and in 

time the beauty of the service will manifest. Merit should be at the fore front in determining 

who gets what in the service while Age and seniority should be discarded. 

 

The major difference in the civil service between the professionals and the generalists is 

that the professionals are in the specialist ministries. While the generalists are centrally 

deployed meaning that, they can serve in any government ministries, agency or extra 

ministerial departments. 

 

The civil service, no doubt, is an indispensable ingredient of any administration. The civil 

servant helps in the formulation and implementation of government policies. Simply put, 

civil servants are the live wire of government business. More specifically, the role of the 

civil service in the day to day running of government is consequential.      
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