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ABSTRACT 

This study critically examines the legal framework regulating the appointment of sports coaches in 

Nigeria, focusing on the interaction between contract law, labour law, and sports regulatory 

instruments. Coaching engagements operate within a complex structure that combines constitutional 

provisions, statutory labour protections, institutional regulations of sports federations, and privately 

negotiated contracts between coaches and employing bodies such as clubs and sports councils. 

Adopting a doctrinal research methodology, the study analyzes relevant provisions of the Constitution 

of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999, the Labour Act, and judicial principles of contract law. It 

examines the essential elements of a valid contract of employment—offer, acceptance, consideration, 

intention to create legal relations, and capacity—as they apply to coaching appointments. The 

research also evaluates the classification of sports coaches as either employees or independent 

contractors and considers the implications of this distinction for rights, obligations, and enforceability 

of terms. The study finds that while general legal principles provide a foundational framework, there 

is no comprehensive statutory regime specifically tailored to coaching employment in Nigeria. This 

regulatory gap often leads to ambiguity, contractual imbalance, and inconsistent application of legal 

standards. The study therefore recommends the development of standardized contractual guidelines, 

clearer legislative recognition of coaching as a specialized employment category, and improved legal 

literacy among stakeholders to enhance certainty, accountability, and professionalism in the 

appointment of sports coaches in Nigeria. 

Keywords:  Appointment, Termination, Sports coaches, Employment, Contract of 

employment, Labour law 

 

INTRODUCTION  

The development of sports in Nigeria has increasingly assumed economic, social, and developmental 

significance. Beyond recreation, sports now represent an organized sector contributing to national 

unity, youth empowerment, and economic advancement. At the centre of this structure is the sports 

coach, whose technical expertise, leadership capacity, and strategic guidance directly influence athlete 

performance and institutional success. Notwithstanding this crucial role, the legal framework 

regulating the appointment of sports coaches in Nigeria remains largely embedded within general 

principles of contract and labour law rather than within a distinct and specialized statutory regime.1 

The appointment of a sports coach is fundamentally contractual in nature. Under Nigerian law, a valid 

contract requires offer, acceptance, consideration, intention to create legal relations, and capacity of 

the parties. 2These elements equally govern coaching engagements whether at club, state, or national 

levels. The courts have consistently affirmed that employment relationships are subject to ordinary 
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1A. Emiola, Nigerian Labour Law (Emiola Publishers, 5th ed., 2008) 1–5. 
2C.O. Okonkwo and M.E. Naish, Introduction to Nigerian Law (Sweet&Maxwell, 2nd ed., 2007) 92. 
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contractual principles except where modified by statute. 3Consequently, coaching appointments derive 

their enforceability primarily from the law of contract, subject to applicable statutory provisions. In 

addition to contract law, employment relationships in Nigeria are regulated by statutory instruments 

such as the Labour Act, which provides minimum standards relating to wages, conditions of work, 

and certain categories of workers. 4 However, the Labour Act adopts a restrictive definition of 

“worker,” which excludes persons exercising administrative, executive, technical, or professional 

functions.5 Many professional sports coaches may fall within this excluded category, thereby limiting 

the direct applicability of statutory protections and reinforcing reliance on contractual terms. This 

classification challenge creates legal uncertainty regarding the extent of rights and protections 

available to coaches under Nigerian labour jurisprudence. 

The Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 (as amended) further provides a normative 

framework relevant to employment engagements. Section 17 recognizes the State’s obligation to 

ensure equality of opportunity and humane conditions of work, 6  while Section 42 prohibits 

discrimination on grounds such as sex, ethnicity, or religion.7 Although these provisions are generally 

contained within Chapter II and are non-justiciable except as legislatively implemented, they 

nonetheless guide the interpretation of employment standards and public sector engagements.8 In 

contexts where coaching appointments involve public institutions or state sports bodies, constitutional 

principles of fairness, transparency, and merit-based selection assume heightened relevance. Judicial 

authorities have also emphasized the distinction between contracts of service and contracts for service 

in determining employment status and applicable rights. In Shena Security Co. Ltd v. Afropak (Nig.) 

Ltd & Ors, 9  the Supreme Court articulated factors such as control, integration, and mode of 

remuneration in determining the nature of employment relationships. These principles are instructive 

in assessing whether a coach qualifies as an employee or an independent contractor, a determination 

that significantly affects entitlement to statutory benefits and remedies. 

Despite the existence of these general legal principles, the appointment of sports coaches in Nigeria 

frequently occurs through informal processes, discretionary engagements, and inadequately drafted 

agreements. The absence of standardized contractual frameworks tailored specifically to coaching 

roles often results in ambiguity regarding duration of appointment, remuneration structures, 

performance expectations, and other essential terms. Such deficiencies undermine legal certainty and 

increase the potential for disputes. This study therefore undertakes a critical appraisal of the legal 

framework governing the appointment of sports coaches in Nigeria. It interrogates the adequacy of 

existing contract and labour law principles in addressing the unique features of coaching engagements 

and identifies doctrinal gaps requiring reform. By situating coaching appointments within the broader 

landscape of Nigerian jurisprudence, the research seeks to contribute to the ongoing discourse on 

strengthening legal structures to promote professionalism, fairness, and sustainable development 

within Nigeria’s sports sector.  

 

Conceptual Clarifications  

A proper appraisal of the legal framework governing the appointment of sports coaches in Nigeria 

requires clarification of the key concepts embedded in the subject matter. These include the notions of 

appointment, sports coach, contract of employment, contract of service and contract for service, and 

the legal framework within Nigerian jurisprudence. 

Appointment 

In legal parlance, an appointment refers to the formal engagement or selection of a person intoan 

office, position, or employment relationship pursuant to agreed terms and conditions.10In the context 

                                                      

3Nigerian Produce Marketing Board v. Adewunmi (1972) 11 SC 111. 
4Labour Act, Cap L1, Laws of the Federation of Nigeria (LFN) 2004. 
5Ibid., s 91 (definition of “worker”). 
6 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 (as amended), s 17(3) 
7Ibid., s 42(1). 
8Shena Security Co. Ltd v. Afropak (Nig.) Ltd & Ors (2008) 18 NWLR (Pt. 1118) 77 (SC). 
9Ibid., s 6(6)(c). 
10Black’s Law Dictionary (9th edn., Thomson Reuters, 2009) 116. 
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of private employment, appointment is typically effected through a contract, whether written or oral, 

which defines the rights and obligations of the parties.11 Nigerian courts have consistently held that 

where an employment relationship is founded on contract, the terms of the contract govern the rights 

and duties of the parties.12 Thus, the appointment of a sports coach becomes legally binding once the 

essential elements of a valid contract are satisfied. Appointment may also arise in public service 

contexts, where it derives its authority from statute or constitutional provisions.13 However, in most 

sporting engagements, the relationship is primarily contractual rather than statutory, except where the 

appointing authority is a governmental body and statutory flavor is established.14  

Termination  of Employment  

Legally, it has been  argued that termination is the act of ending something or extinguishment. 15 

Similarly, termination is also referred to as the complete severance of an employer/employee 

relationship. 16  The foregoing presupposes that termination is the end of something in time or 

existence, it could be said to be a form of sudden discontinuance. Termination of employment means 

bringing the employment relationship to an end in accordance with terms agreed upon by the parties.17 

Termination of employment occurs where the employer occurs where the employer exercises his 

contractual right to end the employment relationship.18 

Sports Coach  

A sports coach is a professional engaged to train, instruct, and manage athletes or teams with the 

objective of improving performance and achieving competitive success. The role extends beyond 

technical instruction to include tactical planning, discipline management, and performance evaluation. 

Although Nigerian statutes do not specifically define “sports coach,” the position falls within the 

broader category of skilled or professional employment. 19  This is because coaching involves 

specialized knowledge and professional discretion, it often occupies a hybrid position within labour 

law and are sometimes treated as a technical employee and at other times as an independent 

contractor, depending on the structure of engagement.20 This classification significantly influences the 

applicable legal protections. 

Contract of Employment 

A contract of employment (or contract of service) is an agreement whereby one party agrees to serve 

another in return for remuneration.21 Under Nigerian law, a valid contract requires offer, acceptance, 

consideration, intention to create legal relations, and capacity.22 These elements equally apply to 

coaching engagements. The Labour Act defines a “worker” as a person who has entered into or works 

under a contract with an employer, whether the contract is for manual labour or clerical work.23 

However, it excludes persons exercising administrative, executive, technical, or professional 

functions.24  Many sports coaches may fall within the excluded category, thereby limiting direct 

statutory protection and reinforcing reliance on common law principles. 

Contract of Service and Contract for Service 

A crucial distinction in employment jurisprudence is that between a contract of service (employment 

relationship) and a contract for service (independent contractor relationship).25 In Shena Security Co. 

                                                      

11C.O. Okonkwo and M.E. Naish, Introduction to Nigerian Law (2nd edn., Sweet&Maxwell, 2007) 92. 
12Nigerian Produce Marketing Board v. Adewunmi (1972) 11 SC 111. 
13Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 (as amended), ss 171–172. 
14Olaniyan v. University of Lagos (1985) 2 NWLR (Pt. 9) 599 (SC). 
15 B. Geaner, (8th edn. 2004) 1511. 
16 Ibid 
17 WAEC v. Oshionebo (2006) 12 NWLR (pt. 994) 258. 
18 Chukwumah v SPDC (1993) 4 NWLR (pt.289) 512. 
19A. Emiola, Nigerian Labour Law (5th edn., Emiola Publishers, 2008) 15. 
20Ibid., 42–45. 
21Ibid., 3. 
22 Okonkwo and Naish (n 2) 92. 
23Labour Act, Cap L1, Laws of the Federation of Nigeria 2004, s 91. 
24 Ibid.  
25 Emiola (n 6) 41.  
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Ltd v. Afropak (Nig.) Ltd & Ors,26 the Supreme Court identified factors such as the degree of control 

exercised by the employer, method of remuneration, provision of tools, and integration into the 

organization as determinants of the nature of the relationship. 

Where a coach is subject to substantial control, paid regular wages, and integrated into the 

organizational structure of a club or sports body, the relationship is more likely to constitute a contract 

of service. Conversely, where the coach operates independently, provides services for a fixed fee, and 

retains professional autonomy, the arrangement may qualify as a contract for service. This distinction 

determines the scope of statutory benefits and remedies available under Nigerian law. 

Legal Framework Under Nigerian Jurisprudence  

The word legal denotes that which is recognised by law, derives authority from law, or conforms to 

established legal norms. Black defines “legal” as “conforming to the law; according to law; required 

or permitted by law.” 27  In jurisprudential discourse, “legal” also carries the connotation of 

enforceability: that which is not only morally desirable but also binding within a legal system.   The 

term legal framework refers to the body of constitutional provisions, statutes, judicial decisions, and 

general legal principles governing a particular subject matter.28 In the Nigerian setting, to describe a 

matter as legal is to locate it within the hierarchy of norms recognised under the Constitution of the 

Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 (as amended), 29 Labour Act, 30 General principles of Common law 

and equity received into the Nigerian law, 31statutes enacted by the National Assembly, subsidiary 

legislation, and judicial precedent. For coaches’ contracts, therefore, the term directs attention to the 

specific rules of law labour statutes, sports enactments, contractual doctrines that give validity to 

employment relationships and regulate their termination. Collectively, these sources constitute the 

normative structure within which the appointment of sports coaches must be assessed. However, the 

absence of a sports-specific statutory regime creates reliance on general employment principles, 

thereby necessitating doctrinal clarity and possible reform. Comparatively, in jurisdictions with 

codified sports law regimes, the legal dimension provides the bedrock for protecting coaches’ rights. 

For instance, in South Africa, the Labour Relations Act 66 of 1995 ensures that termination of 

employment, including in sports, must be substantively and procedurally fair.32 Nigeria’s use of the 

term legal, therefore, must be assessed against both domestic statutes and international standards. 

 

Legal Framework Governing the Appointment and Termination of Coaches  

The Labour Act 1971 

The Labour Act, 33  remains the principal general statute regulating contracts of employment in 

Nigeria. Though not drafted with modern sports professions in mind, the Act nevertheless sets the 

baseline legal architecture within which coaches’ engagements are ordinarily located. Its provisions 

on the nature of a contract of employment, written particulars, notice of termination and wages 

constitute the first reference point for any dispute arising out of the engagement or dismissal of a 

coach. The Act’s statutory language which expressly recognises contracts that are oral, written, 

express or implied is capacious enough to encompass the various forms of coaching engagements 

commonly used by clubs, federations and government agencies; yet its generality is also its weakness, 

for it leaves many sport-specific questions to be resolved by contract or by the courts.34  

A central difficulty with applying the Labour Act to coaching contracts is the recurrent problem of 

classification: whether a coach is a “worker” within the meaning of the Labour Act, a statutory 

employee entitled to the full panoply of labour protections, or an independent contractor engaged 

under a contract for services. The Supreme Court’s decision in Shena Security Co. Ltd v. Afropak 

                                                      

26 Shena Security Co. Ltd v Afropak (Nig.) Ltd & Ors (2008) 18 NWLR (Pt. 1118) 77 (SC).  
27 G. Black, Black’s Law Dictionary  (St. Paul, Minn.: Thomson Reuters 11th edn., 2019) 1052. 
28T. Akinola Aguda, The Practice and Procedure of the Supreme Court of Nigeria (MIJ Publishers, 1988) 1. 
29 CFRN 1999 (as amended) s1(1). 
30 Labour Act (n 10).  
31 Interpretation Act, Cap 123, Laws of the federation of Nigeria 2004, s32.  
32 LRA 1995 (South Africa), ch. VIII. 
33 LA 1971. 
34 Ibid, s 7,11,91. 

Agwor ...…. Int. J. Innovative Legal & Political Studies 14(3):74-86, 2026 

 

 



78 
 

(Nig.) Ltd, 35  remains instructive for the doctrinal distinction between contracts of service and 

contracts for services; the Court emphasised that the legal character of the relationship must be 

determined by reference to the totality of the parties’ obligations and the realities of the relationship, 

not merely by the label used in the agreement. In practice, many coaching arrangements are labelled 

“consultancy” or “technical adviser” agreements precisely to shift disputes into the realm of contract 

law rather than employment law; where this occurs the remedy on termination is usually contractual 

damages rather than the protective remedies labour law offers. 36  

Judicial treatment of termination under the Labour Act shows an uneasy balance between employer 

autonomy and procedural fairness. The Supreme Court in Olarewaju v. Afribank (Nig.) Plc, 37 

acknowledged that employers may dismiss employees and that notice or payment in lieu can effect 

termination; but where an employer invokes specific reasons for dismissal, the evidential burden to 

prove those reasons rests on the employer and courts will scrutinise the process followed. That 

jurisprudential posture has practical significance for coaches: where federations or clubs rely on vague 

grounds such as “loss of confidence” or “unsatisfactory performance,” courts will examine whether 

contractual processes (including any disciplinary procedure and right to be heard) were observed. 

Absent such observance, the termination may be declared wrongful and damages awarded.  

Despite these judicial protections, the substantive remedies available under the Labour Act are limited 

in ways that disadvantage coaches. Nigerian courts are generally reluctant to order reinstatement 

except in cases of statutory employment or where circumstances make reinstatement compelling; the 

principal remedy is damages calculated by reference to wages and contractual entitlements. Coaches, 

whose livelihoods often depend on reputation, networks and short-term engagements, suffer losses 

that are not easily measured by simple wage calculations  for example, reputational harm, lost future 

contracts and interruption of career trajectories yet labour jurisprudence provides limited redress for 

such consequential losses. This mismatch between the nature of sporting careers and the classical 

remedies of labour law is one of the structural shortcomings that the Labour Act, in its present form, 

does not address. 

Scholarship in Nigerian labour law has tended to highlight these gaps, and Dr Charles I. G. Agwor’s 

writings on industrial dispute settlement and the ministerial role in trade disputes illuminate the 

institutional side of the problem in ways directly relevant to the application of the Labour Act to sport. 

Agwor has argued that statutory mechanisms and institutional capacities for resolving labour disputes 

are often under-utilised or unevenly applied, and that the absence of sector-specific guidance leaves 

actors to default to ad hoc practices. 38 When coaches’ dismissals are contested, Agwor’s analysis 

suggests, the problem is not only legal (the wording of the Act) but institutional  whether the 

machinery for adjudication or settlement is accessible, specialised and properly resourced to handle 

the unique pressures of sports disputes. This observation explains why many coaches pursue 

settlement or internal arbitration rather than subject their disputes to drawn-out litigation. 39  

Two further practical criticisms deserve emphasis. First, the Labour Act’s historical provenance and 

drafting style render it a generalist instrument: it speaks to “workers” in a largely industrial or 

commercial context and does not grapple with contractual elements that are central to coaches’ 

engagements  fixed-term performance metrics, termination for sporting reasons, image and 

intellectual property clauses, and choice-of-forum provisions that submit disputes to sporting tribunals 

or international bodies. Second, the employer’s exercise of managerial prerogative in sporting 

organisations is frequently mediated by internal governance dynamics (political appointments, 

sponsorship pressures, national expectations) that make disciplinary processes opaque and heighten 

the likelihood of arbitrary dismissal. The law, in short, provides a remedial framework but little 

                                                      

35 (2008)18 NWLR (Pt. 1118) 77 (SC).  
36 n(18). 
37 n (13). 
38 Charles I. G. Agwor (Ph.D), “The Power of the Minister of Labour and Employment to Resolve Dispute in 

Nigeria Under the Trade Dispute Act: A Legal Appraisal,” Rivers State University Journal of Public Law Vol. 

10, Issue 2 (2023).  
39 Charles I. G. Agwor (Ph.D), “Settlement of Industrial Dispute in Nigeria: A Critical Appraisal,” Rivers State 

University Journal of Public Law Vol. 9, Issue 2 (2022). 
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prophylaxis against the kinds of discretionary terminations that are endemic in sports administration. 

In consequence, the Labour Act functions as a partial safety net for coaches: it supplies minimum 

standards and a remedial route, but it leaves significant doctrinal and practical questions unresolved. 

For the purposes of reform, two directions are immediately apparent. One is the legislative route: 

either amendment of the Labour Act to acknowledge explicitly the peculiarities of sports employment 

or the enactment of a consolidated sports law that reconciles employment protections with sectoral 

realities. The second is institutional: strengthening specialized for (the National Industrial Court, 

arbitration panels and sports tribunals) and clarifying the interplay between domestic courts and 

international arbitral bodies so that coaches can obtain timely and proportionate remedies. Dr 

Agwor’s scholarship on dispute resolution reinforces this dual emphasis on law and institution: reform 

must be both doctrinal and administrative if it is to be effective in the sporting field. 40 

Trade Disputes Act 1976 

The Trade Disputes Act 1976, 41  constitutes the principal legislation governing the prevention, 

mediation, and resolution of industrial conflicts in Nigeria. It complements the Labour Act by 

establishing the procedural and institutional framework through which employment-related disputes 

are to be addressed. The Act reflects Nigeria’s historical transition from an informal industrial 

relations regime to a structured dispute-settlement system grounded in administrative and quasi-

judicial oversight. 42 

The statutory scheme of the TDA is built upon three interrelated mechanisms: conciliation, 

arbitration, and adjudication. Section 3 of the Act provides that where a trade dispute arises, the 

parties must first attempt settlement within their organisation through internal machinery such as joint 

consultative committees or works councils.43 Where such internal efforts fail, the dispute must be 

reported to the Minister of Labour and Employment, who is vested with extensive powers under 

Sections 5 and 6 to appoint a conciliator or refer the matter to the Industrial Arbitration Panel (IAP).44 

The decisions of the IAP, while initially binding, are subject to review by the National Industrial 

Court of Nigeria (NICN) under Section 17 of the Act.45 This hierarchical structure seeks to ensure that 

disputes are resolved efficiently and without recourse to industrial action. Nonetheless, experience has 

shown that the statutory process is often slow and bureaucratic, leading to prolonged conflicts that 

undermine industrial peace. The sports sector provides a striking example, as disputes involving 

coaches and sports federations rarely reach final resolution through the statutory channels, owing to 

both institutional inertia and parties’ lack of familiarity with the Act’s procedures. 

In Nigerian Union of Mine Workers v. N.N.M.C. Ltd, 46  the Court of Appeal emphasized that 

compliance with the TDA’s procedural steps is mandatory before any industrial action can lawfully be 

taken. The Court held that the Act’s sequential approach conciliation, arbitration, and adjudication 

serves the dual purpose of maintaining industrial harmony and protecting the national economy. This 

reasoning has been consistently upheld in subsequent cases, such as Osawe v. Registrar of Trade 

Unions,47 where the Supreme Court underscored the Minister’s pivotal role in ensuring that trade 

unions and employers adhere strictly to statutory mechanisms for dispute resolution. 

Dr. Charles I. G. Agwor, in his article “The Power of the Minister of Labour and Employment to 

Resolve Disputes in Nigeria under the Trade Disputes Act: A Legal Appraisal,” argues that while the 

TDA establishes an elaborate framework for resolving industrial disputes, its efficacy is undermined 

by excessive ministerial discretion. 48  He observes that the Minister’s centralised control over the 

appointment of conciliators and referral of matters to the IAP has led to delays and politicisation of 

                                                      

40 n(21), n(22). 
41 TDA 1976,  Cap T8, Laws of the Federation of Nigeria 2004 (hereinafter “TDA”) 
42

 TDA n(24).  
43 Ibid. S3. 
44 Ibid, s5,6. 
45 Ibid, s17. 
46  (1978) 9–10 SC 77. 
47 (1985) 1 NWLR (Pt. 4) 755 (SC). 
48 Charles I. G. Agwor, “The Power of the Minister of Labour and Employment to Resolve Disputes in Nigeria 

under the Trade Disputes Act: A Legal Appraisal,” Rivers State University Journal of Public Law Vol. 10, Issue 

2 (2023).  
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the process, thereby eroding stakeholders’ confidence in the Act’s neutrality. 49 This critique aligns 

with broader scholarly opinion that the Nigerian dispute-resolution system requires a shift from 

administrative dominance to institutional autonomy. 50 

Building on this thesis, Dr. Agwor’s “Settlement of Industrial Disputes in Nigeria: A Critical 

Appraisal” contends that the absence of clear timelines for each stage of the TDA process has enabled 

undue ministerial interference, often discouraging aggrieved employees and unions from pursuing 

statutory remedies. 51 His analysis resonates profoundly in the sports industry, where employment 

relationships often governed by fixed-term contracts require swift and impartial resolution 

mechanisms. The lengthy procedures prescribed by the TDA are ill-suited to the time-sensitive nature 

of sports employment, in which a coach’s professional fate may hinge on immediate reinstatement or 

compensation. From a comparative perspective, the Nigerian framework lags behind international best 

practices. The International Labour Organization (ILO) Recommendation No. 92 (1951) advocates 

that industrial disputes be resolved through “independent and impartial bodies with powers of binding 

determination.” 52 In contrast, the TDA continues to rely heavily on ministerial control, a relic of 

colonial-era administrative practice. The result is a system that, while procedurally sound, lacks the 

autonomy necessary for genuine labour justice. 

The National Industrial Court, through progressive interpretation, has sought to mitigate these 

shortcomings by invoking its constitutional authority under Section 254C(1) of the Constitution of the 

Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 (as amended). 53 the Court affirmed its jurisdiction to hear and 

determine all matters arising from trade disputes, regardless of ministerial referral, thereby reinforcing 

the Court’s independence from the executive arm. Similarly, in Chemical and Non-Metallic Products 

Senior Staff Association v. Benue Cement Company Plc,54 the Court held that delays in ministerial 

referral do not extinguish an aggrieved party’s right to access judicial remedies, provided the cause of 

action falls within the scope of employment relations. These judicial developments demonstrate a 

gradual judicialisation of industrial dispute resolution in Nigeria, moving away from purely 

administrative processes towards adjudicative fairness. Yet, the statutory text of the TDA remains 

outdated, having been enacted in 1976 and merely re-enacted in 2004 without substantive reform. The 

persistence of ministerial control, absence of enforceable timelines, and lack of provisions for 

alternative dispute resolution mechanisms such as mediation and sports arbitration underscore the 

Act’s inadequacy in addressing the complexities of modern employment relations. 

In sum, while the Trade Disputes Act was a landmark in the institutionalisation of industrial relations, 

its practical utility has diminished in the face of contemporary realities. Scholars such as Dr. Agwor 

have rightly called for a paradigm shift from executive-driven conciliation to autonomous, time-

bound, and specialised adjudicatory systems. 55 The experience of coaches and other professionals in 

the Nigerian sports sector illustrates the urgency of this reform: without prompt, impartial, and 

context-sensitive mechanisms for resolving disputes, the objectives of fairness and stability 

envisioned by the TDA will remain aspirational rather than operational. 

Arbitration and Mediation Act, 2023 

The Arbitration and Mediation Act, 2023 (hereinafter “AMA”) marks a watershed in Nigeria’s 

dispute resolution landscape. Enacted to repeal the outdated Arbitration and Conciliation Act, Cap 

A18, Laws of the Federation of Nigeria 2004, the AMA was designed to align Nigeria’s domestic 

legal framework with global best practices by incorporating modern arbitration and mediation 

principles. Its enactment has significant implications for the settlement of employment disputes, 

including those involving coaches and sports federations, particularly where contracts contain 

                                                      

49 Ibid, 35. 
50 E. E. Uvieghara, Labour Law in Nigeria (2nd edn., Lagos: Malthouse Press, 2016) 212. 
51 Charles I. G. Agwor (Ph.D), “Settlement of Industrial Dispute in Nigeria: A Critical Appraisal,” Rivers State 

University Journal of Public Law Vol. 9, Issue 2 (2022). 
52 ILO, Recommendation No. 92 concerning Voluntary Conciliation and Arbitration, adopted 29 June 1951. 
53 CFRN 1999(As Amended)  s254C(1). In Aero Contractors Co. Of Nigeria Ltd v. National Association of 

Aircraft Pilots and Engineers,[ (2017) LPELR-42097 (CA). 
54(2015) NICN/ABJ/23/2013. 
55 n(34). 
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arbitration clauses or where the parties elect to resolve disputes outside the formal judicial structure. 

Section 2(1) of the AMA preserves the autonomy of parties to submit existing or future disputes to 

arbitration, thereby reaffirming the principle of party autonomy as a cornerstone of Nigerian arbitral 

jurisprudence. 56 In the sports context, this provision empowers both coaches and employers whether 

private clubs or public federations to resolve disputes through independent arbitral panels, provided 

such mechanisms are stipulated within the contract of employment. The flexibility afforded by this 

provision is particularly valuable in an industry that demands swift, confidential, and technically 

competent adjudication. 

Moreover, Section 73 of the Act introduces a novel framework for mediation, providing that parties 

may resolve their disputes through facilitated negotiation conducted by a neutral mediator. 57 This 

innovation, which reflects the global movement towards non-adversarial dispute settlement, 

complements the broader institutional shift toward alternative dispute resolution (ADR). For coaches 

whose grievances often involve sensitive reputational and contractual issues, mediation presents an 

avenue for amicable resolution without the publicity and delay associated with litigation. The 

jurisprudential significance of the AMA lies in its elevation of arbitration awards to the status of 

enforceable judgments. Under Section 57(1), an arbitral award is binding and enforceable in the same 

manner as a judgment of the High Court. 58 This provision has been judicially reinforced in Stabilini 

Visioni Ltd v. Mallinson & Partners Ltd, 59where the Supreme Court affirmed that arbitral awards are 

final and binding on the parties except where successfully challenged on limited procedural grounds.  

Applying this reasoning to the sports sector, it follows that an arbitral award determining a coach’s 

entitlement to salary arrears or damages for wrongful termination would carry the same legal weight 

as a judicial pronouncement. Dr. Charles I. G. Agwor, in his scholarly article “Settlement of Industrial 

Dispute in Nigeria: A Critical Evaluation,” underscores that the efficiency of alternative dispute 

resolution mechanisms within Nigeria’s labour context is often constrained by institutional lethargy 

and lack of statutory clarity. 60 He argues that while the statutory foundation for ADR exists, its 

success depends largely on proactive institutional engagement and awareness among labour 

stakeholders. 61 This critique is directly applicable to the sports industry, where employment contracts 

involving coaches could greatly benefit from streamlined and specialised arbitral processes. 

Comparatively, the AMA aligns with the UNCITRAL Model Law on International Commercial 

Arbitration (2006), to which Nigeria is a signatory. 62 Section 92 of the Act explicitly incorporates the 

provisions of the Singapore Convention on Mediation (2019), thereby granting international 

enforceability to settlement agreements arising from mediation. 63  This global orientation situates 

Nigeria as a competitive arbitration hub, a development that could significantly benefit its sports 

industry if properly implemented. The Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS), for example, operates on 

similar arbitral principles, and Nigerian coaches could, through contractual drafting, link their dispute-

resolution clauses to domestic or international arbitral venues. Despite these advances, certain lacunae 

persist. The AMA does not specifically address the peculiarities of employment disputes, nor does it 

provide guidance on how arbitration interacts with statutory labour protections. As a result, questions 

arise regarding the arbitrability of employment matters especially where the rights of coaches are 

rooted in public policy or constitutional guarantees. The National Industrial Court of Nigeria, in. 

Chinedu Okorafor v. Nigerian Export Promotion Council, 64 has held that employment disputes are 

arbitrable where parties have freely consented to arbitration, provided such proceedings do not 

derogate from statutory protections. This pragmatic stance underscores the potential of the AMA to 

coexist with Nigeria’s labour regime, including in the sports sector. 

                                                      

56 AMA 2023, s2(1). 
57 Ibid, s73. 
58 Ibid, s57(1). 
59 (2014) 12 NWLR (Pt. 1420) 134. 
60 Charles I. G. Agwor, n(31). 
61 Ibid. 
62 UNCITRAL, Model Law on International Commercial Arbitration (2006), Art. 7. 
63 UN, Singapore Convention on Mediation, 2019, Art. 3. 
64 (2022) NICN/ABJ/12/2020. 
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Ultimately, the Arbitration and Mediation Act represents a progressive step toward efficient, flexible, 

and internationally compliant dispute resolution in Nigeria. When applied to coaches’ contracts, it 

offers a mechanism capable of balancing contractual freedom with procedural fairness. However, as 

Dr. Agwor persuasively contends, the mere existence of legal provisions is insufficient without 

institutional reform and awareness-building. 65 For sports law, the task ahead lies in mainstreaming 

arbitration and mediation into coaching contracts and ensuring that relevant institutions federations, 

ministries, and professional associations are equipped to operationalise these mechanisms effectively. 

Employees Compensation Act (ECA), 2010 

The Employees’ Compensation Act (ECA) 2010 constitutes a cardinal component of Nigeria’s labour 

and employment jurisprudence. It replaced the Workmen’s Compensation Act 2004, ushering in a 

more comprehensive and humane approach to compensating employees who sustain injuries or 

disabilities in the course of employment. The Act provides, in clear and unambiguous terms, for 

compensation to employees or their dependents for death, injury, disease, or disability arising out of 

or in the course of employment. 66 It reflects Nigeria’s alignment with international labour standards 

such as the International Labour Organisation’s (ILO) Convention No. 121 on Employment Injury 

Benefits (1964). 67 Under Section 7(1) of the Act, compensation becomes payable where personal 

injury “arises out of and in the course of employment.”68 This broad statutory phrasing encompasses 

both physical and psychological injuries, provided there is a causal connection between the 

employment and the harm suffered. The Employees’ Compensation Fund, administered by the 

Nigeria Social Insurance Trust Fund (NSITF), serves as the institutional backbone of the Act, 

ensuring that compensation is paid promptly and without the procedural hurdles inherent in traditional 

tort-based claims. 69 This departure from the fault-based liability of the Workmen’s Compensation 

regime represents a significant advance in Nigerian labour protection law. 

However, scholars and practitioners have observed that the ECA’s implementation has been impeded 

by bureaucratic inertia within the NSITF and by employers’ non-compliance with remittance 

obligations. 70  The National Assembly has also faced calls to amend the Act to strengthen its 

enforcement mechanisms and align it more closely with contemporary social insurance principles. 

This view finds judicial resonance in Nigeria Social Insurance Trust Fund Management Board v. 

Klifco Nigeria Ltd, 71 where the Court of Appeal emphasised that employers are statutorily obligated 

to remit contributions to the Fund, irrespective of their workforce size or the nature of employment 

contracts. Notably, Section 12(1) of the Act bars any civil action by employees against employers for 

compensation once the injury or death falls within the scope of the Act. 72 This exclusivity clause has 

generated critical debate among jurists. On one hand, it streamlines compensation by eliminating 

protracted litigation; on the other, it may restrict access to broader tort remedies in cases involving 

employer negligence.73 The Supreme Court, in Nigeria Social Insurance Trust Fund v. Adebiyi,74 

underscored that the ECA embodies a social security model rather than a fault-liability regime, thus 

prioritising welfare over adversarial justice. 

Within the context of coaches and sports administrators, the Act assumes even greater significance. 

The nature of coaching contracts often hybrid in character, involving both employment and 

consultancy elements poses interpretative challenges regarding eligibility for compensation. In Oshodi 

v. FAAN, 75  the National Industrial Court held that the ECA’s protective scope extends to all 

categories of employees, including technical and supervisory staff, provided that an employer–
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employee relationship can be established. Hence, where a coach suffers injury or trauma arising in the 

course of official duties, such as during training sessions or travel to matches, compensation may 

properly be claimed under the Act. Nevertheless, enforcement remains inconsistent. Many employers 

in the sports sector fail to register or contribute to the Fund, leaving coaches vulnerable. For the ECA 

to fulfill its social purpose, institutional reforms within the NSITF and stricter regulatory oversight by 

the Federal Ministry of Labour and Employment are indispensable. 

National Industrial Court Act (NICA), 2006 

The National Industrial Court Act (NICA) 2006 serves as a cornerstone of Nigeria’s contemporary 

labour adjudication framework. Its enactment redefined the institutional and procedural dynamics of 

labour dispute resolution, particularly those involving employment contracts, termination, and 

conditions of service.  Prior to the NICA, the National Industrial Court (NIC) functioned largely as an 

ad hoc tribunal with limited jurisdiction, often undermined by procedural uncertainty and executive 

interference. The 2006 Act, and its subsequent constitutional entrenchment under Section 254C of the 

1999 Constitution (as amended), elevated the NIC to the status of a superior court of record, thereby 

institutionalising its authority to interpret and enforce labour rights within the Nigerian legal order.76 

Section 7(1) of the NICA 2006 delineates the Court’s jurisdiction over all labour and employment 

matters, including those arising from or connected to the termination of employment contracts. 77 This 

statutory clarity was a long-awaited development, given the historical confusion between the 

jurisdictions of the NIC and the Federal High Court in labour disputes. The Court’s jurisdiction now 

extends comprehensively to disputes relating to employment, industrial relations, workplace safety, 

wages, and the enforcement of collective agreements. 78 The importance of this cannot be overstated 

in the sports sector, where the employment status of coaches, trainers, and team staff frequently 

generates disputes regarding termination and contractual obligations. A seminal case underscoring the 

NIC’s expanded interpretive authority is National Union of Electricity Employees v. Bureau of Public 

Enterprises,79 where the Court held that it is empowered to apply international conventions and best 

practices ratified by Nigeria, even where such instruments have not been domesticated, provided they 

align with the spirit of the Constitution. This principle was later reaffirmed in Aloysius v. Diamond 

Bank Plc,80 where the Court rejected the long-standing common law doctrine permitting employers to 

terminate employment “for good, bad, or no reason at all.” Instead, it held that every termination must 

be justified, ushering in a new jurisprudence of substantive fairness in Nigerian employment law. 

The implications of this judicial philosophy for coaches’ contracts are profound. Termination of a 

coach’s contract without due process or just cause may now be deemed unlawful under the combined 

reading of Section 254C(1)(a) of the Constitution and Section 7(6) of the NICA.81  The National 

Industrial Court has in multiple cases emphasised that sports bodies, whether public or private, are 

bound by the principles of fair labour practice. In Coach Kadiri Ikhana v. Nigeria Football 

Federation,82 the Court underscored that even where an employment relationship is contractual, it 

must still comply with statutory safeguards against arbitrary dismissal. Moreover, the NICA has 

proven instrumental in promoting alternative dispute resolution (ADR) mechanisms in labour 

relations. Section 20 of the Act empowers the Court to encourage amicable settlement through 

conciliation and mediation, reflecting a shift towards restorative justice in employment matters.83 This 

is particularly relevant in sports, where swift resolution of disputes is vital to preserve professional 

reputations and prevent disruption of athletic programmes. Despite its transformative contributions, 

challenges persist in the implementation of the Act. The NIC continues to grapple with case overload, 

limited regional presence, and enforcement difficulties. Judgments of the Court, though binding, are 

occasionally met with resistance by employers especially state institutions and sports federations who 
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question its expansive interpretive reach.84 For the NICA to achieve its full potential, legislative 

amendments and improved institutional capacity are necessary to enhance its efficiency and ensure 

compliance with its judgments. 

In sum, the NICA 2006 has become the fulcrum of Nigeria’s modern labour justice architecture. By 

granting the National Industrial Court broad jurisdiction and interpretive latitude, it has effectively 

transformed the judicial landscape governing employment relations, including those of coaches and 

sports administrators. Yet, to achieve full operational efficiency, continuous judicial training, 

improved infrastructural support, and the institutionalisation of ADR mechanisms remain necessary to 

sustain the Court’s pivotal role in enforcing equitable employment termination standards across all 

sectors. 

Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999 (as Amended) 

The Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999 (as amended) stands as the grundnorm of 

the Nigerian legal system, providing the ultimate source of authority for all laws, institutions, and 

governmental actions within the state. In the realm of employment and termination of labour, the 

Constitution, though not a labour code per se, lays the foundational principles that govern 

employment relations, workers’ rights, and the conduct of both employers and employees within the 

broader framework of human rights and social justice. 

At its core, Chapter II of the Constitution enshrines the Fundamental Objectives and Directive 

Principles of State Policy, which, although not justiciable pursuant to section 6(6)(c), articulate the 

moral and policy compass guiding labour administration in Nigeria. Section 17(3), in particular, 

obliges the State to direct its policy towards ensuring that “conditions of work are just and humane” 

and that “the health, safety and welfare of all persons in employment are safeguarded.” These 

provisions underscore the constitutional expectation that employment relationships should be rooted 

in fairness, dignity, and social responsibility. Though not enforceable in isolation, the courts have 

often invoked them interpretively to reinforce the protection of workers’ rights within statutory and 

contractual frameworks. In Section 34(1), the Constitution guarantees the right to dignity of the 

human person, explicitly prohibiting forced or compulsory labour. This provision has been judicially 

interpreted to mean that employment relations must be voluntary, and termination of employment 

must not amount to degrading treatment. In Chukwuma v. Shell Petroleum Development Co. Of 

Nigeria Ltd,85 the Court of Appeal emphasized that while employers have the right to terminate, such 

termination must respect the employee’s dignity and be in compliance with contractual and statutory 

obligations. Similarly, Uzondu v. UBN Plc 86 reaffirmed that arbitrary dismissal that undermines a 

worker’s sense of worth and livelihood runs contrary to the spirit of Section 34. 

Further constitutional protection is found under Section 36(1), which guarantees the right to fair 

hearing. This provision has a direct bearing on termination and disciplinary proceedings within 

employment. In Olatunbosun v. NISER Council, 87 The Supreme Court held that even in master–

servant relationships, where employment is at the will of the employer, the employee must be given a 

fair opportunity to defend themselves before any adverse decision such as termination or dismissal is 

taken. The Court thus constitutionalized procedural fairness in employment, aligning it with the 

broader right to fair hearing enshrined in the Constitution. The right to freedom of association under 

Section 40 further strengthens the constitutional framework for labour relations. It guarantees every 

person, including workers, the right to form or join trade unions and to engage in collective 

bargaining. This provision underpins the legitimacy of the Trade Unions Act and the Trade Disputes 

Act, as well as the role of organized labour in protecting workers’ interests. The Nigerian judiciary 

has consistently upheld this right, as illustrated in Nigerian Civil Service Union v. Essien,88 where the 

National Industrial Court affirmed that any employer action that interferes with lawful trade union 

activity violates Section 40. Although the Constitution does not explicitly provide for the right to 

work or security of employment, its combined provisions on dignity, fair hearing, and association 
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collectively construct a constitutional architecture that restrains arbitrariness and promotes decent 

work principles. As observed by Okene, the Nigerian constitutional structure, when read with 

international labour standards such as the ILO Conventions, reveals an implicit commitment to 

humanizing labour relations.89  

Moreover, the courts have shown increasing willingness to interpret constitutional rights in favour of 

workers, especially in the public service context. In Adamu v. Federal Civil Service Commission,90 

the Court of Appeal underscored that public officers cannot be dismissed or retired without due 

process, as such action would violate their right to fair hearing under Section 36(1). This approach 

resonates with the judicial trend toward constitutionalizing employment law, thereby elevating certain 

labour rights to the level of fundamental human rights. However, the constitutional framework also 

reveals structural limitations. Chapter II’s non-justiciability continues to pose a doctrinal challenge to 

the enforcement of socio-economic rights, including labour protections. While the courts have 

occasionally invoked these provisions to guide interpretation, their non-enforceable nature diminishes 

their practical impact. Scholars have thus argued that the Nigerian Constitution, though normatively 

rich, remains institutionally weak in realizing the full spectrum of labour rights.91 

In sum, the 1999 Constitution, as amended, functions as both a moral and legal compass for 

employment and termination relations in Nigeria. It enshrines human dignity, fairness, and freedom of 

association as guiding principles while simultaneously entrusting the legislature and judiciary with the 

responsibility of translating these ideals into enforceable legal protections. The combined effect is a 

constitutional ecosystem that, though imperfect, remains indispensable to understanding the legal 

regulation of employment and termination within Nigeria’s labour jurisprudence. 

 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS  

1. Multiplicity of Legal Instruments and Institutional Overlaps: The study finds that the legal 

framework regulating the employment and termination of coaches’ contracts in Nigeria is 

dispersed across multiple statutes including the Labour Act, Trade Disputes Act, National 

Industrial Court Act, Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (1999, as amended), and 

specific sports-related enactments such as the National Sports Commission Act. This multiplicity 

results in overlaps, inconsistencies, and uncertainty in the regulation of employment relations in 

the sports sector. 

2. Absence of a Codified Sports-Specific Labour Regime: While existing statutes offer general 

protections to employees, there is no single codified legal regime dealing specifically with the 

employment of coaches and sports professionals. This lacuna has led to inconsistent contractual 

practices, inadequate protection against wrongful termination, and reliance on ad hoc 

administrative policies rather than statutory safeguards. 

3. International and Comparative Gaps in Compliance: Nigeria’s legal and institutional 

framework remains only partially aligned with international labour and sports law standards, such 

as those under the International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions and the UNESCO Charter 

on Physical Education and Sport. This partial compliance has hindered Nigeria’s ability to 

integrate best practices in sports employment governance, particularly in ensuring fair contract 

terms, job security, and non-discriminatory termination procedures for coaches. 

4. Uncertainty in Employment Classification: A recurring issue identified is the ambiguity 

surrounding whether coaches are engaged under contracts of service (employment) or contracts for 

service (independent consultancy). The classification significantly affects entitlement to benefits, 

rights, and remedies. Nigerian judicial tests such as control, integration, and remuneration structure 

are applicable, yet their practical application to coaching engagements remains inconsistent. 

5. Predominance of Contract Law Principles: The appointment of sports coaches in Nigeria is 

primarily regulated by general principles of contract law rather than a specialized statutory regime. 

The validity and enforceability of coaching engagements depend on the traditional elements of a 
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binding contract—offer, acceptance, consideration, intention to create legal relations, and capacity. 

As such, the rights and obligations of parties are largely determined by the express and implied 

terms contained in their agreements. 

6. Limited Statutory Protection under Labour Law: The Labour Act provides minimum standards 

for workers; however, its restrictive definition of “worker” excludes individuals performing 

executive, technical, or professional functions. Given the professional and technical nature of 

coaching, many sports coaches may fall outside the Act’s protective scope. Consequently, coaches 

often rely on common law remedies rather than statutory safeguards. 

 

CONCLUSION  

This research has demonstrated that while the Nigerian legal system provides a foundational 

framework for the appointment of sports coaches through general contract and labour law principles, 

it lacks a coherent, sports-specific regulatory structure capable of addressing the unique characteristics 

of coaching engagements. The reliance on broad contractual doctrines, coupled with limited statutory 

protection under existing labour legislation, exposes coaches to legal uncertainty and potential 

imbalance in bargaining power. The classification challenge whether a coach is an employee or an 

independent contractor remains a critical determinant of legal rights and protections. However, the 

absence of clear statutory guidance tailored to sports employment has led to inconsistent application 

of judicial tests and unpredictable outcomes. Furthermore, informal recruitment practices and poorly 

drafted contracts undermine transparency, accountability, and professionalism within the sports 

sector. In view of these findings, it is imperative that Nigeria moves toward developing clearer 

regulatory standards for coaching appointments. This may involve legislative clarification recognizing 

sports coaching as a distinct professional category, the development of standardized contractual 

templates, and improved compliance with constitutional principles of fairness and non-discrimination. 

Strengthening the legal architecture in this regard would not only enhance the protection of coaches’ 

rights but also promote institutional stability and sustainable growth within Nigeria’s sports industry. 

Ultimately, a more structured and coherent legal regime governing the appointment of sports coaches 

will contribute significantly to the professionalization, credibility, and global competitiveness of 

Nigerian sports. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

1. Enactment of a Specialized Sports Employment Regulation 

There is a pressing need for legislative reform to formally recognize sports coaching as a distinct 

category of employment under Nigerian law. The current reliance on general labour legislation such 

as the Labour Act (Cap L1 LFN 2004) leaves significant gaps, especially for professional and elite 

coaches who may fall outside the statutory definition of “worker.” A specialized regulatory 

framework should Define the legal status of sports coaches, Establish minimum employment 

standards, Provide clear rules on appointment, tenure, renewal, and termination and Harmonize 

institutional practices nationwide. Such reform would reduce ambiguity and strengthen legal certainty. 

2. Standardization of Coaching Contracts 

Sports federations and clubs should adopt standardized model contracts approved by a central 

regulatory authority (e.g., Ministry of Sports or National Sports Commission). These contracts should 

clearly provide for Duration of engagement, Performance benchmarks, Grounds for termination, 

Notice requirements, Compensation and severance provisions and Dispute resolution mechanisms. 

Uniform contracts will minimize disputes arising from vague or one-sided clauses. 

3. Codification of Transparent Appointment Procedures 

The appointment of coaches especially at national and state levels should be governed by clear and 

transparent procedures, including Public advertisement of vacancies, Merit-based selection criteria, 

Independent technical assessment panels and Documentation of selection decisions. This would 

reduce arbitrariness, favoritism, and political interference in appointments. 

4. Adoption of International Best Practices 

Nigeria should align its sports employment framework with international standards adopted in global 

sports governance, particularly regarding Contract stability, Due process in disciplinary matters, 

Compensation structures and Professional ethics. Comparative models from jurisdictions with 

developed sports law systems may serve as guidance. 
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