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A practical guide for business leaders, investors
and multinationals building strategy in African markets.
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Africa is not one market. It’s 54 - each with its own political logic, social
rhythm, and commercial reality. That’s why the boldest expansion
strategies often fail: because ambition outruns understanding.

At Frontière Advisory, we’ve spent years supporting organisations across
the continent. We’ve worked in moments of merger and restructure, in
markets with political risk, and in places where a single misstep can lose
a decade of goodwill. This booklet brings together a dozen truths we’ve
seen prove themselves time and time again.

These are not tips from afar. They’re earned on the ground.

If you’re serious about operating successfully in Africa, start here.
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TWELVE

1. Africa is not a country
2.  Respect protocol
3.  Government is always a stakeholder
4.  Indigenisation isn’t red tape
5. Avoid the promise trap
6. Beware the fixers
7. Your presence matters
8. Status counts
9. Understand your history

10. Pay your taxes
11. Think resilience
12. Africa’s youth is digital.

TRADE TRUTHS



TRUTH 1
AFRICA IS NOT
A COUNTRY

There is no one-size-fits-all strategy. 

Market entry must begin with mapping not just political structures, but the informal
networks, unwritten rules, and local issues that shape legitimacy. Lagos and
Lusaka are not interchangeable - and neither are expectations, timelines or trust
dynamics.

What It Means 
On paper, markets may look similar - same language, sector, or regulation. But
beneath the surface are very different histories, sensitivities, and gatekeepers.
That’s why our approach at Frontière always starts with context creation:
understanding what shapes stakeholder perception and how your business is
likely to be received before you engage. The goal is not just to ‘launch’ - it’s to
land well.

Why It Matters 
Miss the nuance and you miss your opportunity. Strategies that succeed in
Ghana may be tone-deaf in Kenya. What earns you credibility in Zambia might
alienate stakeholders in Nigeria. Context isn’t a backdrop - it’s the environment
your reputation will live or die in. Get it wrong, and even the best offer won’t gain
traction.



TRUTH 2
RESPECT PROTOCOL

VISION 01

VISION 01

Your most senior leader should be in the room. Hierarchy, forms of address, and
ceremonial norms matter. In many African markets, business diplomacy is real -
and small lapses can create big reputational consequences. Remember, bruised
egos cause potholes.

What It Means 
This isn’t just about status. It’s about knowing how respect is encoded in
professional culture. That includes using the correct titles, following protocol in
written invitations, giving adequate notice for engagements, and understanding
that authority is shown not only through decision-making, but presence. At
Frontière, we help clients decode these signals - because misreading them isn’t
just awkward, it’s expensive.

Why It Matters 
We’ve seen serious opportunities derailed because someone failed to
acknowledge a title or left a senior official off an invitation. Whether you're
approaching a minister or a traditional leader, how you show up signals how
seriously you take the relationship. You don’t just represent your business, you
represent its intent. Get it right early.



GOVERNMENT IS
ALWAYS A
STAKEHOLDER

TRUTH 3

Even in private sector-led industries, public-sector actors shape the rules, hold
the levers of approval, and influence public sentiment. If your success doesn’t
contribute to theirs, expect friction - not endorsement.

What It Means 
Ministries, regulators, local authorities - they are more than bystanders. They are
gatekeepers to your licence to operate. That’s why Frontière helps clients move
from passive compliance to strategic alignment. It’s not about politics. It’s about
building reputational resilience by showing that your investment delivers
something tangible for national or local priorities.

Why It Matters 
Treating government as irrelevant, inconvenient, or merely procedural creates
exposure. It slows decisions, strains relationships, and invites scrutiny.
Positioning yourself as an enabler of public outcomes - jobs, infrastructure,
development - creates goodwill that money can’t buy, and protection that legal
contracts alone can’t guarantee



TRUTH 4
INDIGENISATION
ISN’T RED TAPE

It’s an invitation to partner. Whether it’s local content requirements, equity stakes,
or transformation codes like BB-BEE, these aren’t just compliance obligations -
they’re signals about the kind of contribution that matters.

What It Means 
In many African markets, localisation is not only about ownership. It’s about
legitimacy. Governments and communities are asking: who benefits, who
belongs, and who is building alongside us? At Frontière, we work with clients to
translate these frameworks - from BB-BEE in South Africa to equity and
participation laws elsewhere - into strategies that build reputational capital, not
just tick boxes.

Why It Matters 
If your approach is extractive, performative, or purely transactional, it will show,  
and it will cost you. Meeting the letter but not the spirit of indigenisation risks
regulatory friction, public backlash, and erosion of trust. Done well, meaningful
partnership becomes a commercial advantage. Done poorly, it becomes a
reputational liability that follows you across borders.



TRUTH 5
AVOID THE
PROMISE TRAP

Winning favour with big pledges might open doors, but if delivery doesn’t follow,
those same doors will close fast. No amount of messaging can recover a
reputation built on overreach.

What It Means 
In African markets, verbal commitments carry serious weight. Promises made in
stakeholder meetings, even informally, can become public expectations. The
pressure to impress can lead businesses to commit beyond what they can
realistically deliver. At Frontière, we help clients define clear red lines, test
stakeholder assumptions, and build engagement strategies rooted in credible,
measurable value.

Why It Matters 
Overpromising creates reputational exposure and stakeholder disappointment -
both of which are hard to walk back. When the gap between your words and your
actions grows, so does resistance. And in environments where memory runs
long, under-delivery isn't just a PR problem. It's a trust failure that undermines
your licence to operate, influence policy, or scale your presence.



TRUTH 6
BEWARE THE FIXERS

Shortcuts carry long consequences. Influence can’t be bought - not without risk
and consequences. In African markets, stakeholder trust isn’t a transaction. It’s a
reputation you earn.

What It Means 
Relying on so-called “connected” intermediaries or political gatekeepers might
seem like the fastest route to approvals or access. But these relationships often
carry more risk than reward. And, they can block you from building your own
credibility, entangle you in informal obligations, and expose you to legal or
reputational scrutiny. At Frontière, we help clients map stakeholder ecosystems,
identify legitimate entry points, and build their own trust equity - because that’s
what protects you when pressure comes.

Why It Matters 
Once your reputation is compromised by association - especially with politically
exposed or ethically questionable actors - it’s extremely hard to recover. And in
markets where scrutiny can arrive overnight, those shortcuts become liabilities.
Sustainable success depends on transparency, consistency, and a reputation
that doesn’t require someone else to vouch for you.



TRUTH 7

VISION 01

VISION 01

A sales office isn’t an investment. Local stakeholders can tell the difference
between market extraction and meaningful contribution.

What It Means 
In African markets, value is judged by what you build around you, not just what
you sell. That means hiring locally, empowering in-country teams, and creating
visible economic impact. Governments, traditional leaders and communities are
watching not just how you enter, but what you leave behind. At Frontière, we help
businesses design reputation strategies that unlock shared value and strengthen
reputational standing over the long term.

Why It Matters 
A shallow presence breeds mistrust. If you're seen as an infestor rather than an
investor, resistance builds - sometimes quietly, sometimes publicly. Tangible local
benefit isn’t optional. It’s how you protect your licence to operate and position
yourself as a business that belongs. 

YOUR PRESENCE
MATTERS



STATUS
COUNTS

TRUTH 8

Who you send and how you show up signals what you value. In many African
markets, relationships precede contracts, and senior presence signals serious
intent.

What It Means 
Trust is personal before it's transactional. Sending junior teams to lead market
entry, stakeholder meetings or regulatory discussions sends the wrong message
- that the engagement isn’t important. At Frontière, we’ve seen again and again
how the right person in the room unlocks access, fast-tracks approvals, and lays
the groundwork for resilient relationships.

Why It Matters 
You may have the best product, price or proposal, but if you disregard local
expectations around status and relationship-building, you risk being excluded
without explanation. Relationships are your licence to operate. Honour them, and
the market will open to you.



TRUTH 9
UNDERSTAND
YOUR HISTORY

Political, colonial and economic histories shape today’s business environment. If
you don’t understand what came before you - and how that history shapes how
you’re seen - your strategy will fall flat.

What It Means 
History lives in how people interpret your presence. National pride, past
grievances, liberation politics, and collective memory all influence how
stakeholders assess your legitimacy. You may think you’re offering innovation or
investment, but if your approach mirrors past patterns of extraction, dominance or
disrespect, you’ll trigger resistance. At Frontière, we treat cultural intelligence as
a strategic asset, not a diversity box. It helps you read signals others miss - and
earn trust others don’t.

Why It Matters 
We’ve seen initiatives stall, face boycotts, or get politically sidelined because they
unknowingly echoed past harms. In Africa, you don’t get a free pass because
your intention was good. You’re assessed on how your actions align with
people’s lived experience and national memory. A culturally blind approach isn’t
just ineffective, it’s a reputational liability. If you want influence, start with
understanding.



TRUTH 10
PAY YOUR
TAXES

Visibility invites scrutiny. Once you’re on the radar - of government, media or the
public - your reputation becomes part of your operating licence.

What It Means 
Tax compliance isn’t just a legal obligation. It’s reputational capital. In high-stakes
or low-trust environments, how you handle fiscal contribution is one of the most
visible indicators of whether you’re here to extract or invest. Being seen to
sidestep obligations - through loopholes, offshoring, or ‘efficient structuring’ -
undermines legitimacy, no matter how glossy your community programmes.
Transparent contribution to national priorities shows alignment, earns trust, and
reduces risk. This is especially true in African markets where public revenue is
deeply politicised and highly scrutinised.

Why It Matters 
Perceptions of tax avoidance create reputational drag. You risk being positioned
as a net taker in a region crying out for long-term partners. We’ve seen firms
excluded from policy conversations, publicly criticised by ministers, or targeted in
the press for misalignment with national interest. At Frontière, we treat tax and
contribution as core to risk mitigation and stakeholder trust, not just compliance.
Because in Africa, your reputation buys you more time than your lawyer.



Markets will fluctuate - whether due to weather, policy, or currency. Building
resilience means more than geographic diversification. It means using your
reputation as a strategic buffer against volatility.

What It Means 
At Frontière, we’ve seen that reputation is often your most underused insurance
policy. It buys you time, patience, and second chances when things go wrong.
Resilience in Africa doesn’t just mean spreading risk across borders. It means
being known in each of those markets for consistency, contribution, and
credibility. If you’re only visible when times are good - or only present in the
boardroom, not the community - you’re exposed. Resilient firms build reputational
equity during the good years so they have something to draw on when conditions
change.

Why It Matters 
Political unrest, climate events, and policy shifts are not edge cases, they’re
business realities. When disruption hits, regulators, suppliers, employees, and
communities won’t rally around a logo. They’ll respond to how you’ve shown up in
the past. We’ve watched reputation close the gap between risk and recovery -  
and we’ve seen the cost when it wasn’t there. In Africa, resilience is earned
ahead of the storm.

TRUTH 11
THINK
RESILIENCE



TRUTH 12
AFRICA’S
YOUTH IS DIGITAL

Mobile-first, highly connected, and socially conscious - this generation is where
growth will come from. Engage now or be left behind.

What It Means 
This isn’t just about marketing. It’s about legitimacy. Africa’s under-30s are not
only your future customers, they are regulators-in-waiting, employees, investors,
and activists. Their expectations are shaped online, and their opinions can go
viral in hours. They judge brands by what they stand for, not just what they sell. If
you don’t speak their language, show up on their platforms, or invest in their
future, you won’t earn their trust.

Why It Matters 
A weak digital footprint or tone-deaf engagement strategy can quickly become a
reputational liability. We’ve seen companies lose relevance - and resilience - by
failing to connect with youth culture or social priorities. In African markets, where
population growth is youth-driven and mobile-led, relevance is not optional. It’s
what makes you investable, employable, and welcomed. 

Don’t just digitise your comms. Reimagine your role.



FROM THE
FRONTIÈRE

If there’s one thing the African market teaches consistently, it’s this: your licence to operate is
earned, not assumed.

These twelve truths don’t just come from theory. They are forged in the realities of boardrooms
where political alignment matters, in town halls where broken promises echo louder than brand
promises, and in communities where visibility without value is quickly exposed.

REFLECTIONS

Across sectors, from infrastructure to agriculture and consumer goods to resources,
we’ve seen how companies rise when they are willing to adjust their playbook to
reflect the market they’re in, not the one they came from.

What works in Africa isn’t charm or spin. It’s consistency, presence, and proof:
Proof that you understand the real context, not the brochure version

Proof that you respect the people around your project, not just the profit from it

Proof that your investment is designed to last longer than a quarterly report

Proof that you’re here to build value not just extract it.

These are the currencies of trust. And trust is what transforms risk into reward.



AN INVITATION
TO ENGAGE

At Frontière Advisory, we help businesses navigate
complexity and earn their place in Africa’s growth story.
We combine stakeholder strategy, cultural intelligence
and communications to help you de-risk your operations
and build a reputation that works for the long term.

+44 759 473 0291

CONTACT US :

www.frontiereadvisory.com

counsel@frontiereadvisory.com

If any of these insights ring true for you, we’d welcome a conversation. 

We work with multinationals, investors and institutions to:
Build credible stakeholder roadmaps
Develop culturally grounded market strategies
Manage reputation through complexity, change or challenge
Align external expectations with internal behaviour

Your success in Africa doesn’t start with a strategy deck. It starts with understanding.

+27 82 899 2971 


