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Authors’ Note:  

We set out to do a treatise on branding in 
Cameroon – more specifically, a “man on the 
street” assessment of how branding is done, 
what does it look like, and what does it tell us 
about life here.

We defined “branding” as any visual depiction of 
a place, organisation or product that would let a 
common person on the street know who they 
are, what they do.  Of course,  done ineffectively, 
branding can do quite the opposite!

What we ended up with is a broad glimpse at the 
visual and contextual appeal of the messages of 
local, national and international organizations, 
businesses and products that permeate every-
day Cameroonian life.  

From the absolutely serious, to the downright 
amusing - this is what we found...



Aside from the economic and political capitals 
(Doula and Yaoundé), most of Cameroon 
sees very little tourism and is low-ranked on 
the “best places to invest” listing.  Without 
commercial motivations, place 
branding occupies very little space.  
Indeed, Cameroon doesn’t even have 
an official tourism website.  Some 
far-flung, one industry towns would really 
struggle to come up with a positive brand to 
portray.  

Would Figuil - home to the Far North’s largest 
cement factory –want to brand itself as the 
dustiest place on earth?  Perhaps the silo of 
silicosis?  

However, some businesses do take advantage 
of location and position their branded 
montages strategically.  Rare is the town that 
has a sign reading “Welcome to ______”.  If it 
is presented at all, the town’s name is hand-
stenciled on a rusted and much-dented 
shingle on the side of the road.  No crest, no 
tagline, no fanfare.  Leave the town limits and 
the same masterpiece appears, this time with 
a line through it.  

On some major roads in the South, private 
water companies have taken to demarcating 
the towns where residents are blessed with 
their liquid wares.  You could argue that the 
brand identity of both the town and the 
company become one in the same.  Effective? 
Not really.  The signs are rarely bigger than a 
Monopoly board. 

corporate place branding



There is however, one 
corporate “place branding” 
venture that gets noticed… 
and drunk.  Cameroon has 
a plethora of breweries. 
Each tries to capture market 
share, often by identifying 
themselves with a brewing 
tradition.  

Unique twists on German, 
Irish and American beer 
can be found throughout 
the country.  However, one 
brand – 33 Export – marks its 
claim to be Cameroon’s most 
popular brew by – literally 
– placing itself everywhere 
Cameroonians drive.  Clearly 
and consistently branded 
billboards pop up exactly 
33 kilometers outside every 
major town or city – 
33 kilometers to Maroua. 
33 kilometers to Ngaoundéré. 
33 kilometers to Yaoundé … 
and the list goes on.  A friend telling you that you’re almost there. 

After hours on hot, dusty and bumpy roads it isn’t hard to make you crave a cold one.



every little bit counts
With hundreds of “call boxes”, photocopy 
stands and flip flop vendors lining each urban 
street, making sure your business stand out 
can be a tough proposition.  In this land 
where “restaurants” mostly have the same sign 
– supplied by the beer companies - standing 
out isn’t easy.  Without budget for branding 
or professionally designed advertising, a 
few small enterprises use colour or simple 
graphics to draw the eye.  While some opt for 
brightly painted exteriors, others festoon their 
establishments with crudely drawn caricatures 
of steaming baguettes or stylish buzz cuts.  

Simple and effective in 
a country with over 250 
languages and where literacy 
levels vary immensely.

A restaurant’s name, while 
not guaranteeing good food, 
can help mark the premise 
in the minds of its patrons. 
The Veteran – a Bertoua-
town fixture.  Bamenda’s 
Friendship Café – with its very 
friendly staff. Maroua’s Miam 
Miam Glou Glou – translated 
as “Good Grub”, is the only 
restaurant in town serving 
McDonald’s-style hamburgers.  

If one name doesn’t quite seem 
enough, then tack on a second 

such as Welcome Plus Couture Africaine Chez 
Thomas. 

What’s in a name? A lot. 



royal treatment for your clothes

More than most businesses of their size, 
dry cleaners seem to have ironed out the 
wrinkles from their branding.  Cameroonians 
– especially those in the big cities of Yaoundé 
and Doula – love to dress the part.  Many see a 
freshly pressed (and starched) shirt, dress, suits 
or gondora as a prerequisite for heading out 
for the day.  In fact, the local expression goes 
“better clean and well dressed, than on time”.  

Large signs with professionally designed 
logos, well-thought out tag-lines and brand 
promises abound.  Symbolic imagery 
often links the enterprises’ services to 
royalty or royal treatment – Imperial 
Pressing, Royal Pressing, Prop’net 
Pressing.

Leader Pressing: Our Duty is to Serve You.

Grand Africa Pressing: When Pressing Respects 
its Roots

Original? Perhaps not, but is it any wonder 
why these “pressing” businesses play up their 
image.  After all, why would you bring your 
fine linen to a cleaners whose sign was ratty, 
paint-scheme was dated or otherwise looked 
like they might soil your finest garb?  





state what you do

Best not leave any doubt in the public’s mind 
about your services.  Much like a 
bakery will have drawings of bread 
and croissants, a tailor will have 
scissors and thread – others whose 
products or services are not as easily 
depicted will try to fill the void.

A photo development shop’s sign will speak to 
values it brings to its customers: speed, quality, 
confidence.  Photos in 4 x 4.  Simple as that!



A.R.G.H.  (Acronyms Really Gone Haywire)

Remember what we said earlier about 
“What’s in a name”?  Well, many of the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) working 
in Cameroon haven’t clued in.  These include 
both the international and Cameroonian 
non-profits that distributes aid, mobilizes 
communities and tackles issues like HIV/AIDS, 
relief for refugees, etc. 

Some organizations are better than others 
– Act!onAid, Save the Children, Engineers 
Without Borders.  Short, to the point, and 
descriptive.
Others, however, seem to have had a bad case 
of verbal diarrhea on their naming day.  Long-
winded names have only one solution – an 
acronym.  Wander down a street in Bastos, the 
Yaoundé home of many embassies and NGO 
offices and you run across countless signs for 
NGO’s who have contracted this affliction. 

Sometimes these acronyms work.  VSO is a 
perfect example – Voluntary Service Overseas.  
It’s known, recognized and – coupled with 
its logo and tagline– is at least somewhat 
memorable.  

On the other end of the spectrum you have 
organizations like CAMNAFAW which is a sister 
organization of IPPF.  CAMNAFAW stands for 
Cameroon National Association for Family 
Welfare. IPPF is a mystery.  

What do they do?  No clue.



Some of the other winners of the longest or 
most complex acronym include:

RESAEC (yes, the organization we both 
work for!) – Reseau des animateurs pour 
l’education des communautés 

ASVOCOMKO – Association des volontaires 
communautaires de Kousseri - one of VSO’s 
partners in the Far North

PLACEEN – Platforme des acteurs de la 
communauté educative de l’Extreme-Nord

RISASDIA – Reseau des intervenants dans le 
secteur des affaires sociales du Diamaré

RÉFENGOL – Réseau des femmes de l’Extrème-
Nord pour la gouvernance locale

We’ve attended many meetings where 
multiple organizations working in the same 
sector come together to share knowledge 
and experiences.  Hearing so many complex 

acronyms rolling off people’s tongues makes 
for confusing listening. 

But if you are a subsidiary of a international 
NGO, your branding is set.  And you stand 
out from the crowd.



who needs to stand out anyway?

The Cameroonian government 
seems to be the least 
interested in being “catchy” 
– at least not in its signage.  
White background, blue 
and red lettering.  Let’s not 
forget the small flag and the 
country’s motto – Peace, Work, 
Fatherland.

Each government office needs 
to be properly identified – it’s 
ministry, delegation, sub-
delegation.  Lots of text.  Lots 
of levels of authority.  Lots of 
protocol.

If you have an association or a 
local NGO, your signage needs 
are only slightly different.  
Some simply follow the 
white-red-blue standard of the government 
– making it look quite official.  With one 

exception: the contact information.  Postal 
address, telephone number (most likely to one 
of the worker’s cellphones) and an e-mail.  Just 
to be sure that if you are not in the office, they 
will still find you… wherever you are!

Nota Bene:  No pictures of government signage were 
taken during this assignment because it is illegal to 
photograph government structures, buildings and 
other official sites. Authors preferred not to extend 

assignment to explore Cameroonian jail cells.



notoriety by association

Think of a famous person, and then use their 
name in your business name and, perhaps … 
perhaps … that will be enough to distinguish 
you from the rest of the crowd.  

The Barack Obama garage, Barack Obama of-
fice complex, Barack Obama gas stand (selling 
smuggled Nigerian fuels).  

There is also the Bill Gates Universal Comput-
ers in the Porto Mayo area of Maroua.  One 
can only guess whether this would serve to 

give confidence to the customers that the 
shop will not only be able to install the latest 
version of Windows, but also perhaps, have 
the ability to clean the hundreds of computer 
viruses one can find in Cameroon?

Some smaller scale companies also 
use their more respected competi-
tors as the source of their brand-
ing identity.  Remember Western 

Union’s tag line?  Western Union – the fastest 
way to send money.

Meet Express Union – The fastest means to 
send money.  Hey, if it’s working for them, why 
re-invent the branding wheel?



deep into the cultural psyche



Though product branding is an entirely 
different animal to other types of branding, 
it does hold a strong place in Cameroonian 
culture.  With very limited availability of 
competing products – and in many cases 
monopolies – branding may not seem to 
be that necessary.  But that doesn’t stop the 
giants from embedding themselves into the 
local psyche.

The most popular of these:  Maggi cubes.  Not 
only are these salt and MSG flavour enhancers 
added to every dish of folere, spread on 
grilled meat (called “soya”) and in various 
other dishes… the company would have you 
believe that it is an essential ingredient to a 
women’s personal accomplishments.

With Maggi, every woman is a star.

Rumour has it some men actually refuse to eat 
dishes not made with Maggi cubes.  

Hmmm.



and just because...
Being as it is so rare to find companies and 
organizations that have put thought and effort 
into branding, when one does, it really stand 
out.  In the last few months of research, one 
particular example stood out as a “favourite”:

Unfortunately, this image only shows part of 
the picture … This truck used to belong to a 
Public Relations firm who had hand-painted 
a finely detailed logo and come up with 
the slogan “Putting Wings on Ideas”.  Corny 
perhaps, but effective.  

The day before they had an office with a 
beautiful sign prominently displayed on a 
busy street corner.  However, on the day 
this photo was taken the company was 
undergoing rebranding.  Exit PR firm.  Enter 
Paradise on Earth Waste Management Services 
– “Helping Others to Help the Environment.”  
Their specialty: bridges, roads, houses, 
railways, airports, etc.  Their sister company 
also does construction. Same owners, totally 
different concept. 

Unfortunately, good branding can be hard 
to sustain in a businesses world fraught with 
uncertainty.


