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    To my father, Felix Olanisimi Olubodun, for his sacrifice to ensure I got the best education he could afford.


    You couldn’t give me much else, but you gave me what mattered most for an African child.


    For this I am forever grateful.

  


  
    FOREWORD


    The author suggests that this book is all about the character of the African consumer. I’d beg to disagree. This book is about very much more than that. 


    I originally met Feyi Olubodun some years ago on my first visit to Nigeria. At that time, he was Head of Strategic Planning for the nation’s leading advertising agency Insight Communications, the company he now leads as part of the global Publicis network.


    I realised pretty quickly that he was not just an acute observer of human behaviour, but also driven by a restless intellectual curiosity to discover the reasons behind that behaviour. This book captures the heart of both his knowledge and his character. 


    In it you will discover a wealth of keen observations and illuminating stories, organised into a series of revelatory chapters and topics. These surely deliver an indispensable guide to the mindset of the African consumer today. 


    But I also believe that this book will have a much broader usefulness to the global brand and marketing community that I deal with in my work at the world’s first business school. The insights that Mr Olubodun draws out do surely apply – if perhaps in a more hidden way – to consumer behaviour all around the globe.


    Every culture is rooted in the same essential beliefs. Those characteristic instincts are still there, although in recent history perhaps more deeply submerged and barely admitted.


    Enter the modern digital world. Leading-edge marketing strategies across the world now recognise the rise of socially driven consumer behaviour and the power of virtual communities to direct and judge the buying preferences of individuals. Sound familiar?


    There has never been a better time to build an understanding that – at heart – we are all still Villagers, wherever it is that we now call home. When you come to apply the wise words in this book directly to your brand-building approach, you will discover a unique insight into global audiences, and not just African ones. 


    Enjoy that journey of discovery!


    Peter Stephenson-Wright


    Affiliate Professor


    Director of Executive Education


    ESCP Europe Business School


    London Campus

  


		
			INTRODUCTION



			THE CURIOUS CASE OF THE MISPLACED OKRA

			The din of the plane taking off had finally subsided; my ears had popped. It was time to design my personal in-flight experience as best I could when riding in coach. This usually meant ensuring that the passenger in front didn’t crush me in their attempt to sleep, getting a good tilt to the entertainment screen and stretching my legs in the aisle as often as possible. I could see the cabin crew preparing to serve dinner on the Lagos to Atlanta flight on Delta Airlines. This was my first ever flight on Delta. Being used to the European in-flight experience, I was curious to see what the Americans had up their sleeve. 

			The only interesting thing on the menu was jollof rice, the most famous permutation of the rice staple meal of West Africa. There were many jokes about the famous jollof rice across the middle belt of the African continent. Some said it was the food of the gods, others claimed it was the greatest divine gift to mankind. Yet others have been known to claim that the goodness of God was always apparent in a well-prepared plate of jollof rice and spicy chicken. 

			About the time of writing, there was a hot debate online about which jollof rice was better – Nigeria’s or Senegal’s. Even Richard Quest (renowned CNN anchor) raised the question with Lai Mohammed, the Nigerian Minister of Information. This is more recent though. There has been a decades-long battle between Nigeria and Ghana on the supremacy of each country’s jollof rice. Anyway, back to my trip. I took my dinner pack from the air hostess, eager to have a meal while watching a movie. I dug my spoon in the rice and felt some slime. This was a surprise. Taking a closer look, I saw a rather large piece of okra in the middle of my jollof rice. I was shocked but assumed that this had been done only on my plate. So I looked up to request another pack from the air hostess. That was when I saw it. My entire row was filled with the shocked faces of Nigerians discovering large pieces of okra in their jollof rice.

			How could this have happened?

			In Nigeria, to put okra in jollof rice is unheard of; it is the ultimate signal of poverty and lack in a family. Nigerians don’t eat okra with any form of rice. I was tempted to explain to the Americans that this gaffe was the equivalent of putting real dog meat in a hotdog. You have to understand that to the African mind there was no justifiable reason for this. I mean, jollof rice is one of the dishes that has its own day – World Jollof Day.

			Unbelievable!

			Now we were trapped in an airplane for thirteen hours with okra in our jollof rice. Clearly, we were on the set of a culinary horror movie.

			How could this have happened?

			A SMALL DETAIL ... OR NOT?

			Over the past five years in Nigeria, the modern retail segment has been growing, spear-headed by the South African player Shoprite. The same wolf-pack strategy deployed in South Africa was being deployed in Nigeria. Similar South African retail brands such as Shoprite, Nu Media, Mr Price, Woolworths, PEP and others would open up at a mall location together. Typically, other local brands would then ride the wave. The success of each player was ultimately decided by market forces.

			Shoprite won positioning benefits by virtue of this strategy, especially in terms of nomenclature and primary association. For instance, most of the malls are fondly called ‘Shoprite’, referring both to the mall and the area or bus stop. The Adeniran Ogunsanya Mall in Surulere, a densely populated sector to the north of Lagos called the Mainland, is a hub of entertainment and relaxation for the BOP (Bottom of the Pyramid) and the lower middle class population. This is especially because of the population density of Surulere and the neighbouring locality of Yaba in which the University of Lagos is situated. It is a common sight to see hordes of students milling around the Surulere ‘Shoprite’.

			So, here I was engaged in the most basic of household chores – shopping for both a pedal bin and the refuse bags to go with it. I went into a nice store right beside the entrance to the Shoprite within the mall. I bought a 30-litre stainless steel pedal bin. I then walked into the Shoprite itself to get a pack of refuse bags. And then it happened. I found the refuse bags but was confronted with another difficulty – how to pick the right size. For some strange reason, the Shoprite retailers had decided to label the bag sizes this way – 750mm x 950mm. I frantically began to consult Siri on my iPhone to help convert 750mm x 950mm to litres so I could estimate whether the size of the pedal bin would match. Siri was stuck, and so was I. 

			
[image: ]

			Again the question arose with me: why would a retail player like Shoprite, with the agenda of conquering the Nigerian landscape, not even bother about such details? Or was it too small a detail? After all, consumers could just buy several sizes and conduct in-home trials. Or the printer could change the printing plates for mm x mm to one for litres, right? Shouldn’t this be considered important enough to pay attention to? Especially in a country of about 180 million people, with 70 per cent of those in the Bottom of the Pyramid, all of whom had their national metric in litres, not in mm x mm.

			Sadly, Delta Airlines and Shoprite are not alone. I do not believe it is negligence, hegemony or arrogance that is responsible for this. I think it is something much more fundamental, which can only be understood once I introduce the country Nigeria (as a proxy for Africa as an emerging market), statistically speaking. 

			INTRODUCING NIGERIA

			There are several statistically valid reasons why a country like Nigeria can be used as a proxy for an understanding of the African Consumer. Let’s touch on these briefly, especially using the lens we employ in the creative agency that I currently lead.

			Nigeria accounts for approximately one sixth of Africa’s people, and it is said that one out of every ten black persons in the world is a Nigerian. The country’s population currently stands at 180 million and by 2030 it is expected to have a population larger than the United States. This population is split into a perfect pyramid of approximately 5 per cent Upper Class (AB SEC; LSM 13–17), 25 per cent Middle Class (C1C2 SEC; LSM 8–12) and 70 per cent Lower Class (DE SEC; LSM 1–7).1 

			This means that the Middle Class population of Nigeria is equivalent to the entire population of Australia and to 75 per cent of the population of South Africa. With an average birth rate of four children per household, it’s easier to understand Nigeria this way: it’s a country with the population of Russia sitting on a land mass twice the size of California and growing by the population of Romania annually, by birth. Indeed, after the British, Nigerians constitute one of the largest diaspora national groups in the world. We have a local saying that a country without a Nigerian community probably has no GDP or economic prospects! (The other day, a friend was telling me how she was going to visit her relative in Greenland. I mean, who goes to live in Greenland? Greenland!) 

			With a GDP of $568.5 million (exit 2014), and 67 per cent of the population under 30 years of age, Nigeria is one of the fastest growing digital markets in the world. The population leapfrogged the technology adoption curve within five years from 2010 to 2014. In 2014, there was a 68 per cent increase in smartphone usage, an 85 per cent increase in mobile phone calls, and a 51 per cent decrease in landline usage. Seventy-seven per cent of the connected population spent more disposable income on data and 83 per cent used their smartphones for browsing the Internet. 

			The main reason cited for this cumulative increase is ‘the world around me has changed’. Online information searching saw the biggest average increase of 69 per cent, making it the most used information touch point across almost all purchase categories. With the rapid rise of the e-commerce sector in the country, on average 55 per cent of the connected population reported an increase in online shopping behaviour in 2014 alone.2 

			Let me illustrate. I took a Taxify cab within Lagos during some tough traffic. Taxify is the local competition to Uber in Nigeria. I was picked up by a driver who spoke only the Yoruba dialect. As soon as the traffic got really terrible, he took an alternative route. When I asked him why he had done that, he replied confidently, in the Yoruba dialect, that he had ‘asked Google and Google had informed him that the main route was bad’. This from a man who had no formal education and couldn’t speak English. But he could use Google with confidence.

			What we have here is a very attractive market from a commercial point of view. Every time I present a market overview of Nigeria to prospective multinational clients, I almost always see the glint in their eyes, fuelled by the commercial prospects. No doubt there are political and infrastructural challenges that need to be overcome, but this is the story of Africa as a whole. In the end, if goods and services could be distributed to this population, there is money to be made.

			So what is the reason behind the marketing gaffes often committed by the likes of Delta Airlines and Shoprite? 

			It is my belief, confirmed by my experience, that such marketing decisions are often informed, or misinformed, by the belief that the African consumer market, especially in countries like Nigeria, is not sophisticated. This is a very easy conclusion to arrive at, especially since it is assumed that ‘sophistication’ means ‘Westernisation’. When a multinational market leader visits a country like Nigeria and experiences the infrastructural failures that abound and the reality that 60 per cent of the population is rural and literacy levels are relatively low, the most obvious conclusion is that the market is not ‘sophisticated’. And because it is perceived as not being ‘sophisticated’, little effort is put into understanding the market and engaging profitably within it. The other extreme is just to adapt so-called ‘global’ approaches on the assumption that they will work. In the end, there are more ‘misses’ than ‘hits’.

			Well, my primary objective in this book is to demystify Africa, and to show that the market is quite ‘sophisticated’, albeit not ‘Westernised’, and that it is worth understanding this in order to profit from it. Sophistication really implies development, as evident in inherent structure and order, and not reflective of any country’s culture and/or social infrastructure. As such, there are many markets across the world that are quite sophisticated from a marketing perspective, although not Westernised from a socio-economic and infrastructural development perspective. This distinction will be well established later in this book.

			But first I must tell you another story. 

			SOMETHING DOESN’T BELONG HERE

			There is an African proverb that says, The profuse perspiration of the chicken is elegantly disguised by its unruffled plumage. In other words, to assume that the chicken is not sweating because it is not holding a hanky would be false. This was my situation as I struggled to analyse the product test data before me. I was confused. I had done everything right, even gone back to the Editing and Coding Department to have the paper questionnaires double-checked. Still there was no sense in what I had before me. No sense at all. And only a couple of days to the deadline ...

			A multinational client had commissioned a product test to compare three formulations of a new CSD (carbonated soft drink) product they were about to launch in the market. We had employed the Round Robin methodology, using a representative sample covering the seven geopolitical zones in Nigeria. I was a young researcher, excited about the opportunity of working with this global client in launching such a product. But something was very wrong with the data. The respondents from the South-West region, represented by Ibadan (the largest city in West Africa), for some reason seemed to like all the products equally. I had never seen such data before.

			As I struggled with the data set before me, I was saved by a recollection from a training course I had attended some months back. The trainer, who was an Ibadan man, had said that it was important to apply a qualitative lens to data from Ibadan as a representation of the South-West. This was because true Ibadan people were very diplomatic and polite by nature, and thus never commented on anything in the negative. Therefore, they would consider it rude to say that any product given to them ‘for free’ had any defects!

			This was the problem with the data. Behind the confusion apparent in the quantitative data, there was a deep insight from a qualitative perspective. The only way to address my problem was to discount the data by applying a lower weighting. Otherwise, if Ibadan was a key launch location for the client, we would need to conduct a qualitative study that would allow us to determine preferences of the Ibadan consumer (and by extension the South-Western consumer) based primarily on semiotic cues. In other words, a qualitative approach would actually serve us better.

			And this was simply because the Ibadan consumer would never insult you by saying to your face that your product was bad or, worse still, document it in a questionnaire. I mean who does that?

			This experience impressed upon me the realisation that you had to have the right lenses to view a people if you were going to engage them profitably.

			My goal is this book is to share with you some lenses that you must use if you want to win in Africa.

			GLOBAL, WINNING LOCALLY

			So how do you sell successfully in a world that you don’t understand (to aliens, most likely), bearing in mind that most multinational brands do have a globally defined essence that must cut through all target markets? What should go and what should stay? It is a marketing rule of thumb to be able to adapt to market nuances while retaining the brand core.

			I believe the secret lies at the intersection of Commerce, Culture and the Consumer. I believe that it is by systematically aligning the key considerations that lie at this intersection that we will be able to build brands successfully on the African continent.

			Commerce – key considerations

			This is often the primary set of considerations that are well attended to by the boards and management teams of most organisations. Significant budget is committed to engaging consultants to help determine the economic viability of product launches and innovation pipelines. Decision trees are analysed with the latest software and analytical bandwidth available. Some of these considerations include, but are not limited to, the following:

			
					What sort of market structures exist – Monopoly, Oligopoly, or Perfect Competition? This can be easily determined using economic analysis tools such as the C* Index and HHI factor, amongst quite a few others.

					Will collusion be possible or is it a free market? This is quite critical, as anti-trust laws in African countries are not as institutionalised as in the West.

					What sort of talent do you need to go global? The Harvard Business Review (October, 2015 edition) published an article titled ‘Companies don’t go global, people do’. This is critical as a dearth of ‘global cosmopolitans’ are impacting MNCs’ ability to manage brands across multiple markets.

			

			Culture – key considerations

			It is critical to be aware of the impact of cultural nuances on the buying and consumption habits of target consumers. Some significant work has been done by Joseph Shaules and Geert Hofstede, leading to seminal work such as Shaules’ 10 Cultural Dilemmas and Geert Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions. I believe these are excellent starting points for developing a cross-cultural perspective to business, especially as it pertains to brands and marketing. I will expand on these a bit later on, sharing specific experiences and illustrations from the African market.

			The consumer – key considerations

			This is a set of considerations that is given the least quality of attention, and is the core focus of this book. There are several reasons for this. One is the tendency of manufacturers/marketers to become too obsessed with the attributes of their product. The other, more germane, reason is that though quite a lot is invested in market research, the shortfall is often the quality of perspective developed as a function of the lenses used to interpret the data.

			A common lens is the Socio-Economic Classification (SEC) or the Living Standard Measure (LSM) which is used more in East and South Africa. This is commonly used as the most basic indicator of optimistic uptake of products in markets and it has often failed miserably. There are more robust lenses that can be applied in the African context, such as the Generalised Theory of Interpersonal Development (GIPT) and the African Theory of Personality.

			After many years of working within the African market, I have been able to develop a framework which I believe articulates a lens by which we can view the African Consumer and engage them profitably. I believe that the African Consumer is a Villager! The Village is a psychological construct which has the following eight components:

			1.	Staying Cultural: which talks about the impact of the acculturation process on consumption habits

			2.	Community Affirmation: which talks about the role of community structures and incentives

			3.	Community Sanctions: which talks about the role of community disincentives and/or punishments

			4.	Community Rituals: which talks about mobile rituals, from village to city

			5.	Herd Mentality: which talks about the principle of ‘travelling together’

			6.	The Value of an Enemy: which explains the African proverb, Let my enemy live long ... and its implications for marketing

			7.	Pillars of Religion: which talks about the influence or interaction of religion on brand consumption 

			8.	Signalling the Journey: which talks about the need to communicate one’s life journey, and the huge opportunity it presents for brands in Africa

			So let’s begin the journey to acquire some new lenses to help you win in Africa!

			Thank you for your time and attention.

			Kind regards,

			Feyi Olubodun

			

			
				
					1	SEC means Social Economic Classification. LSM means Living Standard Measures.

				

				
					2	 Source: Nigerian Consumer Panel, conducted by Answered for Insight, Nigeria, 2015
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    WHY YOU NEED AN AFRICA STRATEGY


    Occasionally, when I want to satisfy my academic curiosity, I spend some time researching topics like ‘International Marketing’ or ‘Global Leadership’ or ‘Multinational Leadership’. In my research on these topics, an interesting pattern has begun to emerge.


    There are very few academic institutions/bodies studying Africa, or even interested in studying the continent. The Western concept of international marketing is still largely focused on Asia, with China at the centre. This is clearly influenced by the US with its strong trade relations with China. This view of what is ‘international’ is largely influenced by the US, having given the world most of the fundamental orientation on how to do business. In some cases, American businesses extend their view of ‘international’ to include Europe. European companies, however, tend to have a more expanded view that includes continents like Africa.


    This is why most of the multinational corporations actively playing on the continent are mainly European companies. According to Infomineo, a business research consultancy with a focus on the MEA (Middle East and Africa) region, France and Germany are the leading countries in terms of coverage rate within the region by Fortune 500 companies. Most Fortune 500 companies still prefer to run their regional operations out of London, Dubai and Johannesburg, with growing interest in Casablanca and Lagos as sub-regional offices, especially for technology companies. The data shows that while there’s increasing interest in Africa year on year, most Fortune 500 businesses are still hesitant about the region. The global world view on Africa may have some influence on the global business strategy for most companies.


    Should any business be interested in Africa then, even a business with a strong international drive? And when they are, is South Africa, represented by Johannesburg, enough?


    Paul Polman, CEO of Unilever, believes that businesses should develop a strong interest in developing markets and plan to win in those markets. In a recent interview by Elliot Wilson of EY Tax Insights magazine, Polman pointed out that within three decades 80 per cent of the world’s population will live outside the US and Europe. He shared his view that the firms that will capture future growth will be those well positioned to meet the needs of these emerging economies.


    Is there any incentive to develop an Africa focus in your strategy? Or even to boldly develop an Africa strategy as part of the long-term horizon of any major company in the world today?


    I strongly believe there is, and not just based on surface considerations. I also believe that a country such as Nigeria would serve as a better proxy or template than any other country from which to frame an Africa perspective. That said, I strongly believe that any company without a well-developed and fluently executed Africa strategy is not well positioned to compete globally in the medium to long-term horizon.


    Some of the biggest questions I encountered in writing this book were:


    
      	Why did you choose Nigeria as a proxy for Africa?


      	Why should anybody be interested in Africa?


      	Is such an interest worth the involvement of time and resources?

    


    I anticipated these questions, because they often pop up when I share my views on the African Consumer in different countries. The ideal approach would be to coalesce information from different countries and then analyse them for some kind of pattern and trend. The process is familiar and very quantitative, and it is the ideal approach. However, I have used the country as a proxy for two reasons, neither of which is the fact that I am Nigerian by birth and upbringing, albeit with a Global Executive MBA from the Duke University Fuqua School of Business.


    The first reason is rooted in my training as a researcher which was always to take a sample that was representative of the total population under study and then extrapolate from that to the larger population. If the sampling was right, then the extrapolation would be correct within a reasonable degree of error. The principle behind this was simple – the right sample would have, on a microcosmic level, all the components of the larger population. To understand the smaller sample then, was to understand the whole universe. I believe there are critical components of Nigeria as a nation that lend tremendous representative value for her to be used as a reference for understanding the African Consumer. Nigeria as a country is a fantastic mosaic, from which a perspective on the rest of the continent can be developed. This is true when you look at the numbers in the country. This is true when you look at the soul beneath the country. I will show you a glimpse into both, and then we can look at the African Consumer proper. But first let me tell you the second reason.


    It was October 2015, and I was going to speak on the African Consumer in Johannesburg, South Africa. I had been given the opportunity by Kevin Tromp, an incredible man who at the time was the CEO for the Publicis Africa Group. I had previously spoken on the African Consumer in Europe, France and the UK, but this was my first time in Africa itself.


    I delivered my presentation over two sessions. One session focused on how the framework could be used for brands and marketing, which is the primary focus of this book. The second session focused on how the same framework could be used to develop a management style by multinational business leaders responsible for African markets, especially when they have to drive an innovation agenda. That is a separate conversation outside this book. Now there was a gentleman in the audience who was also a renowned speaker on the South African consumer. His name is GG Alcock and he had authored a couple of books on the subject. It so happened that he had given a talk on the African Consumer, drawing from his experience activating brands across Southern Africa. Well, after his session, a mutual friend approached him and told him, ‘You need to talk to Feyi, both of you are saying the same thing.’ So GG and I met, compared notes, went to Dubai to co-present at the 2016 Dubai Lynx, and have since then become friends. This experience and my interactions with GG Alcock provided validity for my views of the African Consumer, from face validity, content validity and construct validity perspectives. How else do you explain a South-West Nigerian and a white South African raised by his parents in a Zulu hut sharing the same perspective, albeit using different lenses?


    Now let me take you beneath the skin of Nigeria.


    Nigeria: by the numbers


    As a young boy, I grew up being told that Nigeria was the giant of Africa. I remember being told to pray for South Africa during apartheid. We took Social Studies classes, where we were informed about the economic stature of Nigeria. I never really grasped this until I began to look at the country. Even today it can be quite a difficult concept to grasp, if you look at the Western reportage of the issues in the country. However, if you look at the numbers presented by independent sources, you can see why.


    Currently, Nigeria is Africa’s largest economy with an estimated rebased GDP of $510 billion. According to McKinsey, if the country’s potential is optimised, it could become a top-20 economy by 2030, with a GDP of more than $1.6 trillion. By population size alone, it is Africa’s most populous nation and has been so for a long time. The UN estimated population of Nigeria, exit 2017, is 192 million, making the country the seventh most populous in the world. With the current birth rate, an average of 4 per household, it is estimated that Nigeria will have a population of 273 million by 2030, which is almost the current population of the United States. By 2050, the country’s population will outstrip that of the estimated population of the United States, and will account for approximately 25 per cent of the population of the continent of Africa.
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