THE ADVERTISING INDUSTRY IN SIERRA LEONE: A CRITICAL AND COMPREHENSIVE ANALYSIS
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involved in selling advertising space.

At the present time, advertising is the main source of revenue for the media industry in Sierra Leone
and most media houses would struggle to operate or survive without it.

Generally, commercial advertising is divided into three segments: above-the-line advertising (ALA)
which is the traditional model used by newspapers, radio and television; below-the-line advertising
(BLA) which uses on-the-spot or on-site public performances to promote products and services; and
digital communications (DC), which are said to be developing steadily and appeal to corporate clients
because they are dynamic in nature, efficient, targeted and smart.

However, in recent years, commercial advertising in Sierra Leone has witnessed a steady decline in
all aspects of the industry — ranging from the quality of products to the uncoordinated and
uncontrolled nature of the market. This is largely due to the absence of a strong and comprehensive
policy framework. The situation has been made worse by the fact that the industry has been flooded
with untrained and inexperienced practitioners with dire consequences for quality standards in the
commercial advertising sector.
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proprietor” agents and media practitioners.

Moreover, in terms of professional practice, the advertising sector has been undermined by chaotic
practices and corruption, particularly since the award of advertising contracts is often not based on
professional criteria and/or market forces. Instead
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and their ability to map potential customers based on demographics and lifestyles.
4.3. Non-traditional advertising or sponsorship

Non-traditional advertising or sponsorship relates primarily to digital communications. This mode of
advertising is believed to be making steady progress and may well change the face of advertising in
Sierra Leone. This is because marketing experts understand that they need to follow their clients,
many of whom are increasingly congregating in online social communities. Anecdotal evidence
suggest that the number of people who regularly use specific social media channels is growing
dramatically and, increasingly, entrepreneurs are leveraging social media to grow their businesses
and to build relationships with customers.

Digital communication is one of the simplest, cheapest and most effective ways to gain exposure
and to strengthen a company’s reputation. But this approach is used for non-commercial goals as
well as commercial purposes. For non-commercial activities, advertisers have been able to engage in
cost-cutting measures while being able to substantially increase their visibility online. For instance,
international non-governmental organisations make widespread use of this approach. However, from
the perspective of advertising agencies and the media, there is a risk that a growth in digital
communications will eventually erode traditional means of advertising and sponsorships. In short, as
suggested by Joshua Nicol, Ag. Head of the Department of Journalism and Media Studies at the
University of Sierra Leone, the emergence of non-traditional forms of advertising may be a double-
edged sword.

5. Allocation of government advertising: current practices

According to the public relations officer of the Ministry of Finance (MoF), there is currently no policy
regulating the distribution of government advertising to the media. In the absence of such a policy
and of credible research into newspaper circulation and audience measurement, media scholars
believe that the award of advertising contracts is influenced mainly by kickbacks and political
patronage. Of even greater concern is the fact that government ministries, departments and
agencies often do not honour their financial commitments for advertising services, which end up
being written off as bad debts.

6. In-house resources for selling advertising and marketing media products

There are serious challenges in this area. A number of actors in the commercial advertising industry
acknowledged that the market is saturated with people who have no professional background in
advertising. This is partly due to a long-standing lack of coordination and regulation in the sector,
which has led to individuals from various backgrounds, including the media, entering the industry as
practitioners/producers. This trend has served to dilute the quality of advertising services. In
addition, the media industry lacks the necessary skills, especially at the level of continuity
announcers, to handle the broadcast or publication of adverts on air or in newspapers.

7. Third-party audience measurement and research: existing tools and methods

One of the challenges identified by both scholars and practitioners in the advertising industry is the
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