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A b s t r a c t

ndustrial disputes remain a persistent challenge to 

Iorganisational productivity, economic stability, and 

harmonious labour-management relations in Nigeria. 

The increasing incidence of strikes, lockouts, and other 

forms of industrial conflicts underscores the need for 

effective dispute settlement mechanisms capable of 

preserving industrial peace. This paper critically examines 

the roles of mediation, conciliation, and arbitration as 

statutory mechanisms for resolving industrial disputes in 

Nigeria. Specifically, the study explores the conceptual 

foundations of industrial dispute settlement, analyses the 

legal and institutional framework governing mediation, 

conciliation, and arbitration, and evaluates their 

effectiveness in promoting industrial harmony. The paper 

adopts a qualitative approach based on an extensive 

review of contemporary literature, relevant labour laws, 

judicial decisions, and policy documents. Findings 

indicate that although these mechanisms have contributed 

significantly to dispute resolution, their effectiveness is 

constrained by political interference, procedural delays, 

weak institutional capacity, inadequate enforcement of 

arbitral awards, and declining trust among social partners. 

The paper concludes that strengthening dispute resolution 

institutions, enhancing stakeholder confidence, promoting 

voluntary compliance, and modernising labour legislation 

are essential for improving industrial relations and 

sustaining national economic development in Nigeria.
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Background to the Study

Industrial relations constitute one of the most important pillars of socio-economic 

development because they determine the quality of interactions between employers, 

employees, trade unions, and government. Every employment relationship is 

characterised by the coexistence of divergent interests arising from wages, working 

conditions, organisational policies, promotion, job security, and collective bargaining. 

While these interests are often reconciled through negotiation and consultation, 

disagreements sometimes escalate into industrial disputes capable of disrupting 

production, reducing organisational efciency, and undermining national economic 

growth (Adebayo, 2022). Industrial disputes have become a recurring feature of Nigeria's 

labour landscape. The frequent strikes organised by unions in sectors such as education, 

healthcare, petroleum, electricity, aviation, and the public service illustrate the persistent 

inability of existing institutional arrangements to prevent or effectively resolve labour 

conicts. The recurrent industrial actions embarked upon by academic staff unions, 

resident doctors, judicial workers, electricity workers, and other organised labour groups 

have adversely affected public service delivery, investment condence, human capital 

development, and national productivity (International Labour Organization [ILO], 

2024).

Industrial disputes generally arise from conicting interests between employers and 

employees regarding terms and conditions of employment, collective bargaining 

agreements, disciplinary actions, organisational restructuring, redundancy, unfair 

labour practices, and non-implementation of negotiated agreements. These disputes may 

manifest as strikes, lockouts, work-to-rule actions, picketing, demonstrations, or 

litigation. Although conict is considered inevitable within employment relationships 

because of the pluralistic nature of organisations, effective dispute settlement 

mechanisms help transform conicts into constructive dialogue that promotes industrial 

peace (Fajana & Shadare, 2021).

Recognising the strategic importance of industrial harmony, the Nigerian government 

has established statutory mechanisms for resolving labour disputes through the 

provisions of the Trade Disputes Act, Cap. T8, Laws of the Federation of Nigeria 2004. 

The Act prescribes a graduated dispute settlement process beginning with internal 

negotiation, followed by mediation, conciliation, arbitration through the Industrial 

Arbitration Panel (IAP), and nally adjudication by the National Industrial Court of 

Nigeria (NICN). These mechanisms are intended to minimise prolonged industrial 

actions while encouraging dialogue, compromise, and mutually acceptable settlements 

(Ogunniyi, 2023). Among these mechanisms, mediation represents one of the earliest 

forms of third-party intervention. It involves a neutral individual who facilitates 

communication between disputing parties without imposing a binding decision. The 

mediator assists parties in identifying common interests, clarifying misunderstandings, 

and generating mutually acceptable solutions while preserving employment 

relationships. Mediation has gained increasing acceptance globally because of its 

exibility, condentiality, cost-effectiveness, and capacity to preserve workplace 

relationships (ILO, 2024).
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Conciliation constitutes another important dispute settlement mechanism recognised 

under Nigerian labour legislation. Unlike mediation, the conciliator often assumes a 

more proactive role by investigating the dispute, meeting parties separately or jointly, 

and proposing possible terms of settlement. Under the Trade Disputes Act, the Federal 

Ministry of Labour and Employment appoints conciliators where direct negotiations fail. 

Successful conciliation often prevents disputes from escalating to arbitration or litigation, 

thereby reducing both nancial and social costs associated with industrial conicts 

(Akinwale, 2023). Where mediation and conciliation fail to produce acceptable outcomes, 

disputes may be referred to arbitration. Arbitration provides a more formal process in 

which an impartial tribunal or panel hears evidence presented by disputing parties 

before issuing an award. In Nigeria, the Industrial Arbitration Panel serves as the 

principal statutory body responsible for arbitration of unresolved trade disputes before 

matters proceed to the National Industrial Court where necessary. Arbitration offers 

greater legal certainty than mediation and conciliation because arbitral awards possess 

signicant legal authority once conrmed by the appropriate institutions (National 

Industrial Court of Nigeria, 2024).

Despite the elaborate legal framework governing industrial dispute settlement, 

industrial conicts continue to occur with alarming frequency across Nigeria. Several 

scholars have attributed this situation to weak institutional capacity, delays in dispute 

resolution, political interference, poor implementation of collective agreements, 

inadequate funding of labour institutions, declining condence in dispute resolution 

processes, and the growing complexity of modern employment relationships (Adebayo, 

2022; Ogunniyi, 2023). In many instances, employers and trade unions resort to strikes 

before exhausting statutory dispute settlement procedures, thereby weakening 

condence in institutional conict resolution mechanisms. Furthermore, rapid 

technological transformation, the expansion of the gig economy, outsourcing, contract 

employment, remote work arrangements, and increasing economic uncertainty have 

introduced new dimensions to industrial relations that challenge existing dispute 

settlement frameworks. These emerging realities require more responsive and adaptive 

approaches capable of balancing organisational exibility with workers' rights and social 

justice (ILO, 2024).

Although considerable literature exists on industrial relations in Nigeria, many studies 

focus primarily on collective bargaining, strikes, or labour law while paying limited 

comparative attention to mediation, conciliation, and arbitration as integrated 

mechanisms within the statutory dispute resolution framework. Moreover, recent 

developments involving the National Industrial Court, amendments to labour 

regulations, and evolving international labour standards necessitate renewed scholarly 

examination of these mechanisms. This background that this paper critically analyses 

mediation, conciliation, and arbitration as industrial dispute settlement mechanisms in 

Nigeria. The paper seeks to evaluate their conceptual foundations, legal framework, 

institutional operations, effectiveness, and contemporary challenges with a view to 

proposing practical strategies for strengthening industrial harmony and promoting 

sustainable socio-economic development.
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Objectives of the Study

The broad objective of this paper is to critically examine industrial dispute settlement 

mechanisms in Nigeria, with particular emphasis on mediation, conciliation, and 

arbitration.

The specic objectives are to:

1. Examine the concept and nature of industrial disputes and industrial dispute 

settlement mechanisms in Nigeria. 

2. Analyse the legal and institutional framework governing mediation, conciliation, 

and arbitration in Nigeria. 

3. Evaluate the effectiveness of mediation, conciliation, and arbitration in resolving 

industrial disputes and promoting industrial harmony. 

4. Identify the challenges affecting the implementation of mediation, conciliation, 

and arbitration in Nigeria. 

5. Recommend practical strategies for strengthening industrial dispute settlement 

mechanisms in Nigeria. 

Conceptual Literature Review

Industrial Dispute

Industrial disputes refer to disagreements or conicts arising between employers and 

employees or between their representatives concerning employment relationships, 

working conditions, wages, welfare, organisational policies, or the interpretation and 

implementation of collective agreements. The International Labour Organization (2024) 

views industrial disputes as disagreements arising from employment relationships that 

affect the regulation of labour and may result in collective actions such as strikes or 

lockouts. Industrial disputes may be classied as disputes of rights, involving the 

interpretation of existing legal or contractual obligations, or disputes of interests, relating 

to the establishment of new employment conditions through collective bargaining.

In Nigeria, industrial disputes are legally recognised under the Trade Disputes Act, 

which denes a trade dispute as any disagreement between employers and workers or 

among workers connected with employment, non-employment, terms of employment, 

or physical conditions under which work is performed. The denition reects the broad 

scope of employment relationships and underscores the need for effective institutional 

mechanisms capable of resolving workplace conicts before they escalate into industrial 

actions.

Industrial Dispute Settlement

Industrial dispute settlement refers to the structured processes and institutional 

arrangements established to resolve conicts arising from employment relationships 

through peaceful, lawful, and mutually acceptable means. According to Armstrong 

(2023), dispute settlement encompasses all formal and informal procedures designed to 

prevent, manage, and resolve labour conicts while preserving productive employment 

relationships.
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Effective dispute settlement serves multiple objectives, including maintaining industrial 

peace, protecting workers' rights, promoting organisational productivity, reducing 

litigation costs, strengthening collective bargaining, and ensuring social justice. Modern 

industrial relations systems increasingly favour alternative dispute resolution (ADR) 

approaches because they encourage cooperation rather than adversarial confrontation.

Mediation

Mediation is a voluntary and condential dispute resolution process in which an 

independent third party facilitates communication and negotiation between disputing 

parties without imposing a binding decision. The mediator assists participants in 

identifying underlying interests, exploring settlement options, and reaching mutually 

acceptable agreements through consensus (Moore, 2021). Within Nigerian industrial 

relations, mediation usually occurs immediately after direct negotiations between 

employers and trade unions have failed. The process is characterised by exibility, 

condentiality, informality, speed, and preservation of employment relationships. Since 

outcomes are voluntarily accepted by both parties, mediation often generates higher 

compliance rates than externally imposed decisions. The principal advantages of 

mediation include reduced costs, faster dispute resolution, preservation of workplace 

relationships, exibility in procedure, condentiality, and improved communication 

between labour and management. However, mediation depends largely on the 

willingness of parties to negotiate in good faith. Where trust has broken down or 

signicant power imbalances exist, mediation may produce limited success.

Conciliation

Conciliation represents a more structured intervention in which a neutral conciliator 

actively assists disputing parties in resolving their differences by investigating issues, 

facilitating negotiations, and proposing possible settlement terms. Under the Nigerian 

Trade Disputes Act, conciliators are appointed by the Federal Ministry of Labour and 

Employment when internal negotiations fail. Unlike mediation, conciliation allows the 

conciliator to assume a more interventionist role by recommending settlement options 

while remaining impartial. The conciliator seeks to narrow differences between parties 

and encourage voluntary acceptance of proposed solutions. Successful conciliation 

reduces the likelihood of strikes, protects employment relationships, and minimises 

economic losses associated with prolonged industrial conicts. Nevertheless, 

conciliation faces challenges arising from delayed appointments, bureaucratic 

procedures, political inuence, inadequate institutional capacity, and occasional 

unwillingness of parties to implement negotiated settlements.

Arbitration

Arbitration is a formal dispute resolution mechanism in which disputing parties submit 

their disagreement to an independent arbitrator or arbitral tribunal for determination. 

The arbitrator examines evidence presented by both parties before issuing an award that 

may become legally binding depending on statutory provisions or prior agreements. 

Industrial arbitration occupies a central position within Nigeria's statutory dispute 
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resolution framework. The Industrial Arbitration Panel (IAP), established under the 

Trade Disputes Act, performs this responsibility by hearing unresolved industrial 

disputes referred by the Minister of Labour. Where necessary, arbitral awards may 

subsequently be reviewed or enforced through the National Industrial Court of Nigeria. 

Arbitration offers several advantages, including legal certainty, procedural fairness, 

expert determination, reduced reliance on strikes, and enforceability of awards. 

However, criticisms include procedural delays, increasing legal formalism, limited 

exibility compared with mediation, and occasional delays in implementing arbitral 

decisions. These challenges have raised concerns regarding the overall effectiveness of 

arbitration in responding to contemporary industrial relations realities.

Relationship among Mediation, Conciliation, and Arbitration

Mediation, conciliation, and arbitration constitute complementary rather than 

competing mechanisms within Nigeria's industrial dispute settlement framework. They 

operate sequentially, beginning with voluntary dialogue and progressing towards more 

formal adjudicatory procedures where consensus cannot be achieved. While mediation 

and conciliation prioritise collaborative problem-solving and voluntary agreement, 

arbitration provides authoritative legal determination where negotiations fail.

Collectively, these mechanisms seek to minimise industrial unrest, strengthen labour-

management cooperation, protect workers' rights, sustain organisational productivity, 

and promote national economic development. Their effectiveness, however, depends on 

credible institutions, stakeholder trust, prompt implementation of agreements, political 

neutrality, and continuous reforms that respond to emerging labour market realities.

Theoretical Framework

Pluralist Theory of Industrial Relations

The Pluralist Theory, advanced principally by Allan Flanders and Hugh Clegg, views the 

workplace as a coalition of different interest groups comprising employers, employees, 

trade unions, and government institutions. Each group possesses legitimate but often 

competing interests. Consequently, industrial conict is regarded as inevitable and 

should not be considered dysfunctional but rather a normal outcome of divergent 

organisational objectives. The pluralist perspective recognises trade unions as legitimate 

representatives of employees and advocates collective bargaining, consultation, 

mediation, conciliation, arbitration, and adjudication as institutional mechanisms for 

regulating employment relationships. According to this theory, industrial peace is 

achieved not by eliminating conict but by effectively managing disagreements through 

established legal and institutional frameworks.

Within the Nigerian industrial relations system, the pluralist approach is reected in the 

provisions of the Trade Disputes Act and the institutional roles of the Federal Ministry of 

Labour and Employment, the Industrial Arbitration Panel (IAP), and the National 

Industrial Court of Nigeria (NICN). These institutions provide structured procedures for 

resolving industrial disputes while protecting the interests of both employers and 
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employees. However, critics argue that the pluralist approach assumes relative equality 

of bargaining power among industrial actors. In Nigeria, this assumption is often 

unrealistic because government frequently acts simultaneously as employer, regulator, 

and dispute resolver, thereby creating potential conicts of interest and weakening 

condence in dispute settlement processes (Agwor, 2022). Despite this criticism, the 

theory remains highly relevant because mediation, conciliation, and arbitration are 

fundamentally pluralist mechanisms that seek compromise rather than confrontation.

Systems Theory of Industrial Relations

The Systems Theory developed by John T. Dunlop (1958) conceptualises industrial 

relations as an integrated social system consisting of three principal actors: employers 

and their organisations, employees and trade unions, and government agencies. These 

actors interact within specic technological, economic, and political environments to 

establish rules governing employment relationships. According to Dunlop, industrial 

relations systems operate through continuous interaction among these actors, producing 

substantive and procedural rules that regulate wages, working conditions, disciplinary 

procedures, grievance handling, dispute settlement, and collective bargaining. Within 

Nigeria, mediation, conciliation, arbitration, and judicial adjudication represent 

institutional processes through which the industrial relations system restores 

equilibrium whenever workplace conicts arise. The Ministry of Labour performs 

regulatory functions, conciliators facilitate dialogue, arbitrators determine unresolved 

disputes, while the National Industrial Court provides nal legal adjudication.

Recent labour market developments—including digitalisation, remote work, 

outsourcing, contract employment, and platform work—have increased the complexity 

of industrial relations systems. Consequently, effective dispute settlement now requires 

stronger institutional collaboration, improved legal frameworks, enhanced stakeholder 

condence, and greater responsiveness to emerging employment relationships (ILO, 

2024). The Pluralist Theory explains why industrial disputes are inevitable and why 

cooperative dispute resolution mechanisms are preferable to adversarial litigation. 

Systems Theory complements this perspective by demonstrating how labour institutions 

collectively maintain industrial stability through established dispute resolution 

procedures. Together, both theories adequately explain the legal, institutional, and 

practical foundations of mediation, conciliation, and arbitration within Nigeria's 

industrial relations system.

Empirical Literature Review

Empirical studies conducted in Nigeria and other jurisdictions demonstrate increasing 

scholarly interest in alternative dispute resolution mechanisms within industrial 

relations. Agwor (2022) critically examined the statutory framework governing 

industrial dispute settlement in Nigeria using doctrinal legal analysis. The study found 

that while the Trade Disputes Act establishes a comprehensive sequence of negotiation, 

mediation, conciliation, arbitration, and judicial review, implementation remains 

constrained by bureaucratic delays, political interference, and weak institutional 
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enforcement. The author recommended strengthening labour institutions and 

simplifying statutory procedures.

Adams (2022) investigated the application of alternative dispute resolution within 

Nigeria's collective bargaining process. The study revealed that excessive dependence on 

compulsory arbitration has weakened voluntary dispute resolution mechanisms. 

Mediation was found to enhance communication, trust, condentiality, and long-term 

workplace cooperation more effectively than compulsory adjudication. Olagunju (2024) 

analysed industrial conict mediation in Nigeria and proposed a structured ten-step 

mediation framework for resolving labour disputes. The study concluded that successful 

mediation depends largely on understanding the emotional dimensions of industrial 

conicts, impartial facilitation, stakeholder trust, and effective communication. It further 

argued that mediation should precede adversarial legal processes whenever possible. 

Nzom and Eyyazo (2025) examined mediation as an effective legal mechanism for 

resolving employment disputes in Nigeria. Their ndings indicate that mediation 

provides faster, less expensive, condential, and relationship-oriented outcomes than 

litigation before the National Industrial Court. However, enforcement challenges and 

limited public awareness continue to hinder wider adoption.

Mohammed and Abiola (2025) evaluated the effectiveness of the Arbitration and 

Mediation Act 2023 in resolving employment disputes. The study reported that the Act 

modernises Nigeria's ADR framework by strengthening party autonomy, 

condentiality, enforceability of mediated settlements, and procedural efciency. 

Nevertheless, institutional capacity limitations, unequal bargaining power, and 

overlapping jurisdiction between ADR institutions and the National Industrial Court 

remain major concerns. Ogunkunle and Ojedokun (2025), in their study of disputes 

involving the Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU), found that repeated 

industrial actions illustrate persistent failures in implementing negotiated agreements 

despite the availability of mediation, conciliation, and arbitration mechanisms. The 

authors advocated greater political commitment to honouring collective agreements and 

institutionalising preventive dispute resolution. Nwachukwu and Umenweke (2024) 

assessed enforcement challenges under the Arbitration and Mediation Act 2023. They 

concluded that although mediated settlement agreements are legally enforceable, 

practical implementation remains constrained by procedural defects, questions 

regarding mediator impartiality, contractual validity, and judicial interpretation.

Concept and Nature of Industrial Disputes and Industrial Dispute Settlement 

Mechanisms in Nigeria

Industrial disputes constitute one of the most signicant challenges confronting 

industrial relations systems across both developed and developing economies. They 

arise from the inherent divergence of interests between employers and employees 

regarding wages, salaries, working conditions, promotion, job security, disciplinary 

measures, redundancy, occupational health and safety, welfare benets, and the 

implementation or interpretation of collective agreements (Armstrong, 2023). Although 
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employers primarily seek organisational efciency, productivity, and protability, 

employees and their trade unions pursue improved remuneration, equitable treatment, 

employment security, and favourable working conditions. These competing interests 

make industrial conict an inevitable feature of every employment relationship. The 

International Labour Organization (ILO, 2024) denes industrial disputes as 

disagreements between employers and employees concerning employment 

relationships, terms and conditions of employment, or the interpretation of labour rights 

and obligations. Similarly, the Trade Disputes Act, Cap. T8, Laws of the Federation of 

Nigeria (2004), denes a trade dispute as any disagreement between employers and 

workers or among workers connected with employment, non-employment, the terms of 

employment, or the physical conditions under which work is performed. This statutory 

denition demonstrates that industrial disputes extend beyond wage demands to 

encompass virtually every aspect of the employment relationship.

Modern industrial relations scholars no longer perceive workplace conict as entirely 

negative. Rather, conict is increasingly viewed as an inevitable and potentially 

constructive phenomenon capable of stimulating organisational reforms, improving 

communication, strengthening collective bargaining, and promoting institutional 

learning when effectively managed (Fajana & Shadare, 2021). The Pluralist Theory of 

Industrial Relations particularly supports this perspective by recognising that 

organisations comprise multiple stakeholders with legitimate but competing interests. 

Consequently, industrial harmony depends not on eliminating conict but on 

establishing effective institutional mechanisms capable of managing disagreements 

constructively.

Industrial disputes in Nigeria may be classied into disputes of rights and disputes of 

interests. Disputes of rights arise from disagreements concerning the interpretation or 

implementation of existing laws, employment contracts, collective agreements, or 

organisational regulations. Examples include wrongful termination, non-payment of 

negotiated allowances, disciplinary actions, promotion disputes, and pension 

entitlements. Conversely, disputes of interests involve demands for new employment 

conditions such as salary increases, improved welfare packages, new allowances, or 

revised conditions of service through collective bargaining (Ogunniyi, 2023).

Industrial disputes also assume different forms depending on their nature and intensity. 

These include strikes, lockouts, work-to-rule actions, picketing, demonstrations, go-

slows, mass resignations, and legal proceedings before labour courts. Among these 

forms, strikes remain the most frequently utilised instrument by trade unions in Nigeria, 

particularly within the education, healthcare, petroleum, electricity, and public 

administration sectors. Frequent industrial actions by the Academic Staff Union of 

Universities (ASUU), the Nigerian Medical Association (NMA), the National Association 

of Resident Doctors (NARD), and organised labour have demonstrated the signicant 

economic and social consequences of unresolved labour disputes (ILO, 2024). Given the 

inevitability of industrial conict, every industrial relations system requires effective 
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dispute settlement mechanisms. Industrial dispute settlement refers to the formal and 

informal institutional processes established to prevent, manage, and resolve workplace 

conicts while preserving employment relationships and maintaining industrial peace 

(Armstrong, 2023). Effective dispute settlement not only minimises production losses 

arising from industrial actions but also strengthens mutual trust, promotes social 

dialogue, improves organisational productivity, and contributes to national economic 

development.

Nigeria operates a graduated dispute settlement model prescribed under the Trade 

Disputes Act. The statutory procedure begins with direct negotiation between disputing 

parties, followed by mediation where negotiation fails. Where mediation proves 

unsuccessful, the dispute proceeds to conciliation conducted by ofcials of the Federal 

Ministry of Labour and Employment. Unresolved disputes are subsequently referred to 

the Industrial Arbitration Panel (IAP), while appeals and matters requiring judicial 

determination fall within the exclusive jurisdiction of the National Industrial Court of 

Nigeria (NICN). This sequential dispute resolution framework seeks to minimise 

industrial actions while encouraging voluntary settlements, dialogue, compromise, and 

long-term labour-management cooperation (Agwor, 2022). Recent literature indicates 

that contemporary industrial relations increasingly favour preventive dispute resolution 

strategies rather than reactive approaches. Preventive mechanisms such as continuous 

consultation, employee participation, effective grievance handling procedures, 

workplace mediation, and collaborative collective bargaining signicantly reduce the 

frequency and intensity of industrial conicts (ILO, 2024). Consequently, industrial 

dispute settlement should not merely be viewed as a mechanism for resolving existing 

conicts but also as an important instrument for promoting sustainable industrial peace 

and organisational effectiveness.

The Legal and Institutional Framework Governing Mediation, Conciliation, and 

Arbitration in Nigeria

Nigeria possesses one of the most elaborate legal frameworks for industrial dispute 

settlement in Sub-Saharan Africa. The country's labour relations system is principally 

regulated by the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 (as amended), the 

Trade Disputes Act, Cap. T8, Laws of the Federation of Nigeria 2004, the National 

Industrial Court Act 2006, the Labour Act, Cap. L1, Laws of the Federation of Nigeria 

2004, the Trade Unions Act, Cap. T14, Laws of the Federation of Nigeria 2004, and the 

recently enacted Arbitration and Mediation Act 2023. Together, these statutes establish 

the legal basis for collective bargaining, labour dispute resolution, trade union 

administration, and judicial adjudication of employment disputes. The Trade Disputes 

Act remains the primary legislation governing industrial dispute settlement in Nigeria. It 

prescribes a sequential process requiring disputing parties to exhaust voluntary 

negotiation before invoking statutory intervention mechanisms. The Act empowers the 

Minister of Labour and Employment to appoint conciliators, refer disputes to the 

Industrial Arbitration Panel, and facilitate peaceful settlement before industrial actions 

become unavoidable. A major development in Nigeria's dispute resolution landscape is 
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the enactment of the Arbitration and Mediation Act 2023, which repealed the former 

Arbitration and Conciliation Act. The new legislation modernises Nigeria's ADR 

framework by introducing internationally recognised mediation procedures, 

strengthening party autonomy, recognising the enforceability of mediated settlement 

agreements, promoting condentiality, and harmonising domestic arbitration practice 

with international commercial standards. The Act reects Nigeria's commitment to 

enhancing alternative dispute resolution as an effective complement to judicial litigation.

Institutionally, the Federal Ministry of Labour and Employment serves as the principal 

administrative agency responsible for labour dispute management. Through its 

Department of Trade Union Services and Industrial Relations, the Ministry supervises 

conciliation proceedings, appoints conciliators, facilitates negotiations between 

disputing parties, and promotes industrial harmony through preventive labour 

administration. The Industrial Arbitration Panel occupies an important position within 

the statutory dispute resolution framework. Established under the Trade Disputes Act, 

the Panel hears disputes referred by the Minister of Labour after unsuccessful 

conciliation. The Panel examines evidence presented by both parties before issuing 

arbitral awards intended to resolve outstanding disputes fairly and impartially. The 

National Industrial Court of Nigeria represents the highest specialised labour court 

within the country's industrial relations system. Following the Third Alteration to the 

Constitution, the Court exercises exclusive jurisdiction over labour and employment 

matters, including interpretation of collective agreements, unfair labour practices, trade 

union disputes, discrimination, occupational safety, and enforcement of labour rights. 

The Court also encourages alternative dispute resolution through court-connected 

mediation programmes designed to reduce litigation and facilitate amicable settlements.

 

Despite the existence of these institutions, scholars observe that institutional overlap, 

bureaucratic delays, inadequate funding, and political interference continue to 

undermine effective dispute resolution. Contemporary literature therefore recommends 

stronger coordination among labour institutions, increased institutional autonomy, 

enhanced professional training, and digitalisation of dispute management systems to 

improve efciency and public condence (Nzom & Eyyazo, 2025).

The Effectiveness of Mediation, Conciliation, and Arbitration in Promoting Industrial 

Harmony

The effectiveness of industrial dispute settlement mechanisms is generally assessed by 

their ability to resolve conicts promptly, preserve employment relationships, minimise 

industrial actions, reduce litigation costs, and promote long-term industrial harmony. 

Contemporary studies consistently identify mediation as the most exible, cost-effective, 

condential, and relationship-oriented mechanism among the available dispute 

resolution options. Mediation encourages collaborative problem-solving by allowing 

disputing parties to retain control over negotiated outcomes. Unlike judicial 

proceedings, mediation promotes open communication, mutual understanding, and 

voluntary compliance because agreements are reached through consensus rather than 
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coercion. Consequently, mediated settlements frequently enjoy higher implementation 

rates and contribute signicantly to preserving long-term employer-employee 

relationships (Moore, 2021). Conciliation similarly contributes to industrial harmony by 

introducing an impartial government-appointed conciliator who facilitates dialogue, 

narrows differences, and proposes possible terms of settlement. In Nigeria, conciliation 

has successfully resolved numerous labour disputes before they escalated into strikes or 

arbitration proceedings. Because conciliators possess specialised knowledge of labour 

relations, they often identify practical compromises acceptable to both parties.

Arbitration provides an additional safeguard where voluntary settlement proves 

impossible. The Industrial Arbitration Panel offers expert, impartial, and relatively less 

formal adjudication compared to conventional litigation. Arbitral awards provide legal 

certainty while reducing the burden on the National Industrial Court. The Arbitration 

and Mediation Act 2023 has further strengthened condence in arbitration by improving 

procedural clarity and aligning Nigerian arbitration practice with international 

standards. Despite these strengths, empirical evidence indicates that the effectiveness of 

mediation, conciliation, and arbitration depends on several institutional and behavioural 

factors. These include political neutrality, institutional independence, competence of 

mediators and arbitrators, adequate funding, good-faith participation by disputing 

parties, and timely implementation of negotiated agreements. Persistent industrial 

actions involving universities, healthcare institutions, public utilities, and civil service 

organisations demonstrate that effective legislation alone cannot guarantee industrial 

harmony without genuine commitment from employers and government to honour 

negotiated agreements (Olagunju, 2024). The literature suggests that alternative dispute 

resolution mechanisms signicantly outperform adversarial litigation in preserving 

workplace relationships and promoting sustainable industrial peace. Nevertheless, their 

effectiveness depends on strengthening institutional credibility, improving stakeholder 

condence, and ensuring prompt implementation of dispute settlement outcomes.

The Challenges Affecting Mediation, Conciliation, and Arbitration in Nigeria

Despite signicant legislative and institutional developments, industrial dispute 

settlement mechanisms in Nigeria continue to encounter numerous operational and 

structural challenges. One of the most persistent problems is bureaucratic delay. Labour 

disputes frequently remain unresolved for extended periods because of lengthy 

administrative procedures, delayed appointments of conciliators, adjournments, and 

slow arbitral proceedings. Such delays often frustrate disputing parties and increase the 

likelihood of strikes and lockouts.

Another major challenge is inadequate funding of labour administration institutions. 

Limited nancial resources constrain the operations of the Federal Ministry of Labour 

and Employment, the Industrial Arbitration Panel, and related agencies responsible for 

dispute resolution. Inadequate logistics, insufcient personnel, poor technological 

infrastructure, and limited professional training reduce institutional effectiveness. 

Political interference also undermines the credibility of industrial dispute settlement 
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mechanisms. Because government frequently functions simultaneously as employer, 

regulator, and dispute resolver, questions often arise regarding the neutrality of labour 

administration institutions. Trade unions occasionally perceive government-appointed 

conciliators and arbitration processes as lacking complete independence, thereby 

reducing condence in statutory dispute resolution procedures. Weak implementation 

of collective agreements remains another recurring challenge. Numerous industrial 

disputes arise not because agreements cannot be negotiated but because previously 

negotiated agreements are either partially implemented or completely ignored. This 

pattern has been particularly evident within Nigeria's public universities, healthcare 

institutions, and other government establishments.

Contemporary labour markets have introduced additional complexities. Digital 

employment, platform work, outsourcing, contract stafng, remote working 

arrangements, articial intelligence, and multinational employment relationships 

present new categories of disputes that existing labour legislation only partially 

addresses. Consequently, labour administrators increasingly require specialised 

knowledge and updated legal frameworks capable of regulating emerging employment 

relationships. Other identied challenges include inadequate public awareness of 

mediation procedures, insufcient numbers of professionally trained mediators and 

arbitrators, declining trust among social partners, overlapping institutional 

responsibilities, judicial delays in enforcing arbitral awards, and increasing politicisation 

of labour disputes. Addressing these challenges requires comprehensive legal reforms, 

stronger institutions, enhanced professional capacity, and greater commitment by all 

stakeholders to constructive social dialogue.

Discussion of Findings

This paper critically examined industrial dispute settlement mechanisms in Nigeria with 

emphasis on mediation, conciliation, and arbitration. The review demonstrates that 

industrial conict remains an inevitable feature of employment relationships due to the 

divergent interests of employers, employees, trade unions, and government. Consistent 

with the Pluralist Theory of Industrial Relations, workplace conict is not inherently 

dysfunctional; rather, the effectiveness of institutional mechanisms determines whether 

disputes are resolved constructively or escalate into prolonged industrial actions. The 

ndings reveal that Nigeria possesses a comprehensive statutory framework for 

industrial dispute settlement through the Trade Disputes Act, the National Industrial 

Court Act, and, more recently, the Arbitration and Mediation Act 2023, which 

modernises the country's alternative dispute resolution regime and aligns it more closely 

with international standards. The 2023 Act strengthens mediation by providing a 

dedicated statutory framework, enhances party autonomy, and improves the recognition 

and enforceability of mediated settlement agreements.

The review further indicates that mediation has emerged as the most exible and 

relationship-oriented mechanism among the three dispute settlement approaches. 

Because mediation encourages dialogue, condentiality, voluntary participation, and 



IJDSHMSS| p. 257

mutually acceptable solutions, it is particularly effective in preserving long-term 

employment relationships. Contemporary studies show that disputes resolved through 

mediation generally experience higher levels of compliance because settlements are 

voluntarily negotiated rather than externally imposed. Similarly, conciliation continues 

to play an indispensable role within Nigeria's labour administration system. 

Government-appointed conciliators facilitate communication between disputing parties 

and often prevent disputes from escalating into strikes or litigation. Nevertheless, the 

effectiveness of conciliation depends largely on the neutrality of conciliators, the 

willingness of parties to negotiate in good faith, and the timely intervention of the Federal 

Ministry of Labour and Employment. Bureaucratic delays and inadequate institutional 

resources continue to reduce the effectiveness of the conciliation process.

Arbitration remains the principal formal alternative dispute resolution mechanism for 

unresolved industrial disputes. The Industrial Arbitration Panel provides expert 

determination of labour disputes and serves as an important bridge between voluntary 

dispute resolution and judicial adjudication by the National Industrial Court. The review 

shows that arbitration promotes procedural fairness, legal certainty, and enforceability of 

decisions. However, delays in arbitration proceedings, challenges in implementing 

arbitral awards, and occasional judicial reviews have reduced the speed that ordinarily 

distinguishes arbitration from conventional litigation. Another signicant nding is that 

the persistent recurrence of industrial actions in strategic sectors such as education, 

healthcare, petroleum, electricity, and public administration suggests that legal 

procedures alone cannot guarantee industrial harmony. Many disputes arise not because 

dispute settlement mechanisms are unavailable, but because negotiated agreements are 

often not implemented promptly or faithfully. Consequently, trade unions frequently 

resort to strikes due to declining condence in government compliance with collective 

bargaining agreements.

The review also establishes that Nigeria's industrial relations environment is undergoing 

rapid transformation. Digitalisation, outsourcing, contract employment, platform work, 

remote working arrangements, and technological innovation have introduced new 

employment relationships that existing labour laws only partially address. These 

developments require continuous legislative review and stronger institutional capacity if 

mediation, conciliation, and arbitration are to remain relevant within contemporary 

industrial relations practice. Overall, the ndings suggest that while mediation, 

conciliation, and arbitration have signicantly contributed to industrial peace in Nigeria, 

their effectiveness is constrained by institutional weaknesses, inadequate funding, 

political interference, poor implementation of agreements, procedural delays, limited 

public awareness of ADR processes, and declining trust among social partners. 

Addressing these constraints will substantially improve industrial harmony, 

organisational productivity, and national economic development.

Conclusion

Industrial dispute settlement constitutes an indispensable component of effective 

industrial relations and sustainable national development. This paper has demonstrated 
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that mediation, conciliation, and arbitration provide complementary mechanisms for 

resolving labour disputes while reducing the social and economic costs associated with 

strikes and prolonged industrial conicts. The study established that Nigeria possesses 

an elaborate legal and institutional framework for dispute settlement. However, the 

effectiveness of these mechanisms depends less on the existence of legislation than on the 

willingness of stakeholders to comply with negotiated agreements, the independence of 

dispute resolution institutions, and the timely administration of justice.

The enactment of the Arbitration and Mediation Act 2023 represents a signicant 

milestone in Nigeria's dispute resolution landscape by introducing a modern statutory 

framework consistent with international best practices. Nevertheless, legislative reforms 

alone cannot guarantee industrial harmony unless accompanied by institutional 

strengthening, improved funding, continuous capacity development, and enhanced 

cooperation among employers, employees, trade unions, and government. Ultimately, 

sustainable industrial peace requires a preventive rather than reactive approach to 

conict management. Employers and employees should prioritise continuous dialogue, 

good-faith collective bargaining, and collaborative problem-solving while government 

must demonstrate greater commitment to implementing agreements reached through 

established dispute settlement processes. Such measures will strengthen condence in 

mediation, conciliation, and arbitration and contribute signicantly to improved 

productivity, social justice, and economic development in Nigeria.

Recommendations to strengthen industrial dispute settlement mechanisms in Nigeria

Based on the ndings of this study, the following recommendations are proposed:

1. The Federal Government should periodically review the Trade Disputes Act and 

other labour legislation to align Nigeria's industrial relations system with 

emerging labour market realities and international labour standards.

2. The Federal Ministry of Labour and Employment should strengthen mediation 

and conciliation services through increased funding, recruitment of professional 

mediators and conciliators, and continuous capacity-building programmes.

3. Greater institutional autonomy should be granted to the Industrial Arbitration 

Panel to minimise political interference and improve public condence in arbitral 

proceedings.

4. Employers and trade unions should prioritise mediation and conciliation before 

resorting to strikes, lockouts, or litigation.

5. Government at all levels should demonstrate greater commitment to 

implementing collective agreements promptly to reduce recurrent industrial 

disputes.

6. The National Industrial Court should continue to promote court-connected 

alternative dispute resolution by expanding ADR centres and encouraging 

parties to utilise mediation before litigation.

7. Labour institutions should adopt digital case management systems to reduce 

delays in dispute processing and improve transparency and efciency.

8. Continuous training should be organised for judges, arbitrators, conciliators, 
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labour administrators, union ofcials, and human resource professionals on 

emerging developments in labour law and alternative dispute resolution.

9. Employers should establish effective internal grievance handling mechanisms 

capable of resolving disputes before they escalate into formal industrial disputes.

10. Universities, professional bodies, and research institutions should intensify 

research on emerging issues such as digital employment, articial intelligence, 

gig work, and remote employment to inform future reforms in Nigeria's 

industrial relations system.
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