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Rule 9: Hit the Word-of-Mouth Sweet Spot

A Western shopper visiting a traditional African market will 
be struck by the lack of prices on the merchandise and the 
resulting need to discuss the price of every item with the 
vendor. But the idea of taking the personal interaction out 
of shopping is anathema to African cultures. Across much of 
Africa, it is considered rude to pass someone on the street 
without at least a greeting. This continent did just fine without 
the written word for thousands of years, and no amount of 
modernity will remove this basic tenet of African culture.

Word of mouth is surpassed by TV, radio, and billboards 
when it comes to generating brand awareness, but it carries 
more inherent trust than conventional media channels. The 
brand that gets prevailing public opinion moving in the right 
direction has harnessed Africa’s strongest asset: humans 
working together. The most effective way to do this is to speak 
directly to your target market. Get public-facing teams on the 
streets to engage with consumers one-on-one, not just to sell 
widgets but to inform people about what you do and how it 
can benefit them. Every person you convince is likely to tell 
another person (the probability is 80 percent), who is in turn 
likely to pass it on again.

Rule 10: Know Your Market in All Its Complexity

If there is one idea underlying all these “rules,” it is that there 
is no substitute for local knowledge. Do not take your product 
or service into any African market without a good budget for 
research and insight. Engage local operators while keeping a 
close eye on their quality standards and their capacity to deliver. 
And when the research comes back, pay attention to it even 
if it communicates news that is unpleasant or inconvenient. 
Had the local experts been consulted, the railway line through 
Tsavo might have provided lunch for fewer lions.

how the business operates. A company that does not engage 
local talent, support local communities, and take local ideas 
and realities on board is not only missing out on vital market 
intelligence, but is also not inspiring any trust in its local 
consumers. If you are not visibly committed to Africa, why 
should Africans commit to you?

Rule 8: Cut Through the Clutter with Your Communication

Advertising in Africa is in a high-growth phase, and in the 
excitement, advertisers often take for granted that marketing 
messages will have an impact and be retained. But TV is 
generally of poor quality and TV advertising often loses impact 
because it is difficult to see or hear. High production costs 
also make it difficult to produce and air quality marketing 
communications. Radio has the best reach overall, but this 
reach is fragmented; most African countries have over 100 
stations, partly because of the multitude of local dialects. Print, 
though widely consumed, is less impactful than broadcast 
media.

But there are successful strategies amongst this chaos. 
Poor-quality TV advertising and relatively low clutter allow 
great creative to have immense impact. The variety of radio 
channels provide opportunities to target specific ethnic and 
regional groups. And new media channels are gaining a 
foothold within the local media industry — digital billboards, 
online communications, and above all mobile have a bright 
future across the continent.
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To read more about marketing in Africa, visit  
www.mb-blog.com.

If you liked “Brand Building in Africa,” you might also 
be interested in:

Market Focus on: Kenya, Nigeria and South Africa

The Global Brand, by Nigel Hollis
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