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The data contained in this report is only up-to-date as of Tuesday, 10 August 
2021. Some of it is subject to change during the natural course of events. SB 
Morgen cannot accept liability in respect of any errors or omissions that may 
follow such events that may invalidate data contained herein.

Our researchers employed desk research, field interviews and focus group 
discussions to collate the available data. Our publicly released reports are 
formatted for easy and quick reading, and may not necessarily contain all the 
data that SB Morgen gathered during a given survey. Complete datasets can 
be made available on request.
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Delayed and unpaid salaries or wages 
is a recurring problem in Nigeria’s 
labour market, and newspaper 
headlines and media reports 
corroborate this reality. In the 
last five years, government 
workers in states across the 
country including Adamawa1, 
Ekiti2, Imo3, Kwara4  and Rivers5 have 
gone on several strikes over unpaid sal-
aries. BudgIT reported that as of September 2018, 17 states in 
Nigeria were owing salaries and pensions despite a N1.8 trillion 
bailout fund given by the Federal Government to compensate for 
reductions in their statutory allocations . While the issues of un-
paid wages in the formal sector get to the public realm, unpaid 
wages in the informal sector often get unreported. This is because 
formal sector workers are covered by labour laws, have more or-
ganised work unions, and are mostly aware of their rights - things 
that informal sector workers lack. 

Nigeria’s informal sector is largely unregulated, making many mal-
practices go unnoticed, tucked away from the public discourse, 

I n t r o d u c t i o n

1Adamawa Assembly summons two commissioners over unpaid salaries 
2Ekiti workers begin strike over unpaid salaries, deductions 
3Imo workers issue 21-day ultimatum over unpaid salaries 
4Ex-Gov Ahmed left seven months unpaid salaries, says teachers union 
5Unpaid salaries: Security guards shut down primary schools in Rivers 
6Despite N1.8 Trn bailout 17 states still owe pensions, salaries - BudgIT 

Nigeria’s informal 
sector is largely 

unregulated, making 
many malpractices 

go unnoticed, tucked 
away from the public 
discourse, and often 
without consequence

“

“
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and often without consequence. Given the seeming absence of 
regulation in the sector, the payment of wages is greatly depen-
dent on the discretion of employers. Employees on the other 
hand are largely unaware of their rights and prevailing labour 
laws. In cases where the employees are knowledgeable about 
extant laws, they are discouraged by the cost of justice (resources 
and length of time) and unequal power dynamics between them 
and their employers, especially being aware of other cases where 
employers turn such cases to the detriment of employees, hence 
discouraging them from seeking redress. For this reason, cases 
abound where employees resort to stealing, running parallel busi-
nesses (side hustles) and other problematic behaviours, in a bid to 
compensate for their unpaid or delayed wages. 

Considering Nigeria’s large informal sector, estimated to be about 
65% - 67%, the issue of unpaid wages is a troubling reality as a 
majority of its population are employed in the informal sector. In 
2018, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) estimated that 
93% of all employment in Nigeria is informal  with 95% of women 
working in the informal sector as compared to 90% of men. This 
implies that more women are likely to face these issues than men, 
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since they represent a majority in the sector, thereby deepening 
the existing gender inequalities and income gaps.

It is against this backdrop that SB Morgen Intelligence conducted a 
nationwide survey to explore delayed and owed wages in Nigeria’s 
informal sector. Specifically, we focused on informal sector workers 
who hover around the poverty line, live on the fringes and have 
their livelihoods already affected by a number of environmental 
and socioeconomic conditions. We examined owed and delayed 
wages among two categories of informal-sector employees who 
are mostly at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder and experi-
ence multiple vulnerabilities placed by their environment, nature of 
work, educational attainment levels  and social circumstances: rural 
agricultural workers and traders. Particularly, attention was paid 
to those who live in urban slums and female-headed households 
giving the difference between the percentage of women and men 
working in the informal sector. We hone in on these groups of per-
sons to understand how workers who already face vulnerabilities 
deal with delayed and unpaid wages.
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A nationwide survey was conducted across Nigeria’s 36 states and  
the Federal Capital Territory (FCT) to examine the commonality of 
salary non-payments or delayed payments among specific informal 
sector workers: rural agricultural workers, slum dwellers and trad-
ers, with particular attention on female-headed households. This 
research adopted a mixed method approach: quantitative and qual-
itative methods of data collection and analysis.  Surveys and inter-
views were carried out. Interviews were added for an in-depth un-
derstanding of how delayed wages affected other aspects of their 
livelihood. A total of 3,416 respondents participated in this study. 

Findings
The study produced some insight as to 
the extent of unpaid and delayed com-
pensation and the plight of informal 
sector workers. Of the 3,416 respon-
dents surveyed in the study, 40% of 
the respondents were owed wages 
while 60% were not owed. Of the 
respondents who were owed wages, 
43% were owed wages for up to three 
months, 29% were owed between 4-6 

M e t h o d o l o g y

Of the 3,416 respondents 
surveyed in the study, 

40% of the respondents 
were owed wages while 

60% were not owed.

“

“
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months, 15% were owed between 7-10 months wages and 5% were 
owed between 16-20 months salaries.

The data shows the prevalence 
of delayed wages in the infor-
mal sector and the extent of 
such delays. We interviewed 
respondents who had been 
owed for six months and above 
to understand how they cope 
in the absence of salaries and 
what motivated them to con-
tinue their jobs despite not 
getting paid. We distilled a 
number of reasons from our 
interviews such as informal 
recruitment methods with 

loosely specified terms of reference, the prevalence of in-kind pay-
ment/favours, parallel earnings from their principal’s clients, trans-
fer of personal and business misfortunes to the employees, padded 
costs, inability to get other opportunities/limited opportunities. A 
cursory look at these reasons is given below. 

Are salaries being owed in your state?

15% 8%
0%

29%

5%

43%

40%

60%
No
Yes

> 20
16-20
11-15
7-10
4-6
1-3
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Prevalence of in-kind payments: 
Some of the respondents who 

have been owed for long 
periods attest to receiving 
in-kind benefits and favours 
from their employers that 

deters them from being con-
frontational about their unpaid 

wages. Food and clothing are 
some of the in-kind benefits that were 

listed, which respondents attested to as not commensurate with 
their agreed salary/wage. A major deterrent to placing demand 
for owed wages/salary according to respondents is a concern with 
losing out on the good relationship built with their principal/em-
ployers. 

Limited opportunities: In a recent report  jointly conducted by 
the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) and the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), the pandemic affected the 
nation’s workforce and caused an increase in the unemployment 
rate — moving from 27% to 33% between Q2 2020 and Q4 2020. 
The resultant effect for many employees in the informal sector is a 

Some of the 
respondents who have 

been owed for long periods 
attest to receiving in-

kind benefits and favours 
from their employers that 

deters them from being 
confrontational 

about their 
unpaid wages.

“

“
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fear that there are limited opportunities out there should they lose 
their jobs. Most of the respondents who are owed salaries have a 
desire to leave their current employer, but are unwilling to do so 
without a replacement. For some of them, the job means more 
than remuneration. A 42 year-old male respondent told our field 
researchers that “he must go out every day as he cannot risk stay-
ing at home”. He expressed hope that in the course of his current 
job, he would find better opportunities which, according to him, 
would be unavailable if he were not working.

Loosely specified terms of reference: While all the respondents 
interviewed had agreed on a monthly wage with the employer 
before their resumption, they had not agreed on the dates of pay-
ments and there were no conversations to clarify if the amounts 
were fixed or contingent on meeting sales targets, deadlines, 
yields or other factors. One of the respondents we interviewed, a 
24-year-old sales girl, complained that her employer had not paid 
her because they were unimpressed by the volume of sales and 
would only do so when the market picked up, a factor not caused 
by the employee but by the dip in the economy caused by the 
Coronavirus pandemic. While this is not the case with all of the 
respondents, the practice of changing the terms/rules of engage-
ment at the employer’s whim and caprice is widespread and these 
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rules can be cited as a reason for 
non-payment or reduction of 

salaries. 

Transfer of business and 
personal misfortune/risks 

to employees: For some 
other employees who worked 

for over six months without pay, 
their salaries had been seized or delayed 
for reasons such as missing wares or goods, low yields and 
even broken office equipment. One of the respondents narrated 
her experience with office furniture that went bad 
through no fault of hers, yet that was 
used as a reason to delay her salary. 

Parallel earnings outside their 
salaries: Some of the employ-
ees have found a way to earn for 
themselves and not only for their 
employers. They confessed to add-
ing some other wares to those of their 

For some other
 employees who worked 

for over six months 
without pay, their salaries 
had been seized or delayed 

for reasons such as 
missing wares or goods, 

low yields and even 
broken office equipment

“

“

Some employees 
confessed to adding 
some other wares 
to those of their 

employers so they could 
make something to take 

home from work.

“

“
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employers’. A salesgirl told us that she sells groundnuts and oth-
er goods by the side as a way of compensating for unpaid wages. 
Some of the agricultural workers said they work on other people’s 
farms and render services to other farm owners for an increased 
income. One of the respondents spoke about “using sense and wis-
dom” to add to the prices of goods, asking customers for tips and 
selling with false measures, so he could make something to take 
home from work.

Informal arrangements: We also found that some of the informal 
sector employers have arrangements not just with their employees, 
but sometimes with their families. To such people, leaving such jobs 
despite the unpaid wages, felt like they would be betraying a rela-
tive (or townsman) who had brokered the employment relationship. 
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Most (65%) of the respondents were married, which speaks of 
a higher level of responsibility. Going by the average family size 
in Nigeria, we can assume that these married respondents have 
an average family size of 4-5, which speaks of a large number of 

D e m o g r a p h i c s  o f 
S t u d y  P a r t i c i p a n t s

To reflect the difference in gen-
der representation in the infor-
mal sector, females made up 
a majority (52%) in this study. 
The age categories ranged 
from 18 to 60 years, which is 
the working-age population. 
Most of those surveyed were 
between ages 36-45 and 26-35 
(accounting for 37% respon-
dents each), followed by those 
who were between the ages 
of 46-60 (17%) and the least 
represented category were be-
tween ages 18-25 years (9%).
   

48%

52%
Female

Male

Gender

17% 9%

37%
37%

18-25
26-35
36-45
46-60

Age
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Diploma (HND). This speaks to the fact that informal sector workers 
have mostly completed secondary schooling or some form of ter-
tiary education.

 

6% 5%

24%

65%

Divorced
Married
Single
Widowed

Marital Statusdependents. The next 
group in terms of repre-
sentation were respon-
dents who have never 
been married (24%), 
followed by those who 
were divorced (5%)  and 
widowed (6%). Most of 
the respondents had 
an Ordinary National 
Diploma (OND) (25%), 
followed by those who 
had completed second-
ary education (24%) and 
those who completed 
their Higher National 

Educational Qualification
Post-university 

complete
Post-university 

incomplet
University/

Polytechnic HND
University/

Polytechnic OND

Secondary complete

Secondary 
incomplete

Primary complete

Primary incomplete

Non-formal 
education (e.g., Ar...

No education

0% 5% 10% 15% 20%

8%

5%

6%

4%

2%

2%

23%

25%

24%

1%
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Most of the respondents earned about minimum wage, with 25% 
of the respondents earning between N15,000 and N35,000, fol-
lowed by those who earn between N35,001 and N5,000 (24%), 
and then those who earn between N55,001 and N75,000 (13%). A 
significant proportion of respondents earn between N75,001 and 
N95,000 (8%), N95,000 and N115,000 (7%), and below N15,000 
(7%) among others. This shows varied income levels ranging from 
below the poverty line to average livelihood if adjusted by the 
country standard.

Average monthly income in Nigeria’s informal sector

Above N315,000, p...
N295,000 - N315,0...
N275,000 - N295,0...
N255,000 - N275,0...
N235,000 - N255,0...
N215,000 - N235,0...
N195,000 - N215,0...
N175,000 - N195,0...
N155,000 - N175,0...

N135,000 - N155,00...
N115,000 - N135,00...

N95,000 - N115,00...
N75,000 - N95,000...
N55,000 - N75,000...
N35,000 - N55,000...
N15,000 - N35,000...
Below N15,000 pe...

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

1%

1%
1%
1%
1%

3%
5%

7%
8%

13%

7%

0%
0%
0%
0%
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The states with the highest percentages of informal workers who 
are owed wages are Ondo, Abia,  Ebonyi, Plateau, Imo, 
Bauchi, Enugu, Oyo, Ekiti and Benue. This may be as a re-
sult of the apprenticeship system prevalent in Abia, Enugu 
and Imo where compensation for work is not necessarily in mone-
tary terms, and the lines are blurred between salaries, favours and 
anticipation of future rewards. Bauchi, Benue, Ebonyi, Ekiti, Ondo, 
Oyo and Plateau still have large rural economies which favour fam-
ily labour arrangements that are often not considered contracts to 
be followed to the letter. In addition to these, conflicts in Benue 
also affected productive ventures and business turnouts, 
hence delayed salaries. The spate of farmer herders crises in 

Percentage of Informal sector owed salaries by state
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Benue State has made many farm 
lands  go uncultivated in 2020, 
with bandits extracting steep 
payments from farmers be-
fore allowing them to harvest 
on cultivated farmlands. These 
contribute to a loss of income 
for the farmers, which prevents 
them from being able to possibly 
keep to contractual agreements with hired 
labour.

Owed Salaries by Age
100%

18-25 26-35 36-45 46-60 above 60

7-10

4-6

16-20

1-3

11-15

>20

75%

50%

25%

0%

The spate of farmer 
herders crises in Benue State 
has made many farm lands  

go uncultivated in 2020, with 
bandits extracting steep 
payments from farmers 
before allowing them to
 harvest on cultivated 

farmlands

“

“
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Salaries are mostly delayed for up to three months across all the 
age categories, followed by delayed payments of between four and 
six months across all the groups. While there are workers who have 
been owed salaries for between seven and 10 months in all the cat-
egories, a greater percentage have experienced that in the 46-60 
and above 60 age groups. Also, significant is the fact that no one 
who was aged above 60 was owed salaries for 16- 20 months as 
seen in the chart. This is because although people in the informal 
sector do not retire at specified ages like in the formal sector, old-
er employees prefer to have partnership relationships rather than 
salaried employment arrangements.

Gender and Salaries owed
100%

Female

75%

50%

25%

0%

7-10

4-6

16-20

1-3

11-15

>20

Male
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The data on gender as represented in the chart is not significantly 
different between male and female employees; however, a greater 
percentage of men than women had their salaries owed for be-
tween 16 and 20 months. 

Months owed informal sector workers by state
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In most states, wages were owed for periods of up to three 
months except for Benue, Borno, Ebonyi, Edo, Imo, Kogi, Lagos, 
Nasarawa, Ondo, Osun and Taraba, where salaries were owed for 
longer periods. The next significant group who had their salaries 
owed for between four and months were found in the states of 
Ebonyi, Lagos and Ondo. A significant number in Benue, Anam-
bra, Ekiti, Gombe, Jigawa and Rivers were owed salaries for be-



19

A LOOK INTO DELAYED & UNPAID WAGES 
IN NIGERIA’S INFORMAL SECTOR 

Between the Lines

tween four and six months.  Kogi, Bauchi, Benue, Imo, Nassarwa 
and Taraba had a significant number of informal workers who 
were owed for seven to 10 months. Those owed for between 16 
and 20 months were found in Anambra, Imo, Nasarawa and Osun 
while those owed for 11 to 15 months are more likely to be found 
in Abia, Bauchi, Benue, Ebonyi, Edo, Imo, Kogi, Nassarawa, Osun 
and Taraba. Salaries were not owed in Bayelsa, Yobe, and Sokoto. 
Although respondents in Nasarawa, Akwa Ibom and Kano agreed 
that they were owed salaries,  they did not state the number of 
months they had been owed.
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Owed salaries in Nigeria’s informal sector: 
Results at a glance

Nigeria’s informal sector is largely unregulated, making many malpractices go unnoticed, tucked away from the public discourse, and 
often without consequence. Of the 3,416 respondents surveyed in our study on delayed wages in the informal sector in the country, 
40% of the respondents were owed wages while 60% were not owed.

A major deterrent to placing demand for owed wages/salary according to respondents is a concern with losing out on the good 
relationship built with their principal/employers. Other deterrents are the prevalence of in-kind payments, limited opportunities, loose 
terms of reference for work, transfer of risk to employees, parallel earnings outside employees’ salaries, and informal arrangements.

The states with the highest percentages of informal workers who are owed wages are Ondo, Abia,  Ebonyi, Plateau, Imo, Bauchi, Enugu, 
Oyo, Ekiti and Benue. Informal sector workers who responded to our survey were owed salaries in all the states surveyed except for 
Bayelsa, Sokoto and Yobe.

Are salaries being 
owed in your state?

No. of months 
being owed

60%NO

40%yes

0%

5%

8%

15%

29%

43%

>20

16-20

11-15

7-10

4-6

1-3

States owing by percentage
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Some informal employees had made efforts to resolve the issues 
of delayed wages with their employers. All the employees cited 
dialogue and persuasion as the first step. They agreed to first 
dialogue, and then bring other people to appeal on their behalf, 
family members or people who are in the same line of trade or 
their close friends. A second strategy employed by some em-
ployees was lying about having a major personal or family emer-
gency, catastrophe or misfortune and using that to elicit pity 
from their employers. 

W h a t  e f f o r t s  h a v e 
t h e y  m a d e  a l r e a d y 

t o  r e s o l v e  t h e s e 
i s s u e s ? 
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The insight from the study gives an idea of how widespread the is-
sue of unpaid salaries/wages is in Nigeria’s informal sector, which is 
unarguably the country’s largest employing sector. The unavailabil-
ity of regulation in the informal sector poses problems for employ-
ees, who are most times unaware of labour laws. 

More so, there is the added challenge of a lack of valid contractu-
al agreement between employers and employees, largely because 
employment relations are brokered and built on the foundation 
of family or friends, leaving room for abuses by employers and 
increasing the vulnerability of employees to irregular payments. 
For such abuses to be addressed, labour laws and regulatory bod-
ies would have to be established to ensure that the rights of em-
ployees in the informal sector are protected. Even though labour 
laws exist in Nigeria, they do not appear to be remotely applied to 
the informal sector, largely because the sector is unsupervised by 
unions and regulatory bodies. 

In addition to establishing policies and regulatory bodies designed 
to operate as checks to the informal sector, creating awareness as 

C o n c l u s i o n
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to the rights of employees is a major way to ensure that policies 
are adhered to, considering that many employees in the sector are 
unaware of their protection by labour laws.  

Lastly, there is the challenge of the cost of seeking redress, caused 
by the complexities of the country’s judicial system and the inability 
to have or join their inability to join organized labour unions. This 
offers a challenge to trade unions for their respective sectors to 
bring these workers into their folds, and advocate on their behalf.
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About SBM

SBM Intel is an Africa focused geopolitical 
research and strategic communications con-
sulting firm focused on addressing the critical 
need for political, social, economic and mar-
ket data, and big data analytics. We employ 
various methods of data collection. Our Data 
Collection Methodology team advises on data 
collection methods for all ONS social and 
business surveys. With clients both within the 
business and the wider government commu-
nity, we aim to provide expert advice on data 
collection procedures and carry out research 
leading to improvements in survey quality.

Since 2013, we have provided data analytics 
and strategic communication solutions to cli-
ents across various sectors in Nigeria, Ghana, 
the Ivory Coast, Kenya, South Africa, the UK, 
France and the United States. 


