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Abstract: Property branding or the practice of painting people’s properties with corporate colours is an 
emergent phenomenon in Ghana, with significant implications for community identity and socio-spatial 
relationships in both rural and urban areas. It is often considered outside the domain of mainstream 
architectural practice; however, an expansive approach could provide better and more meaningful 
outcomes for the built environment. This should not be based on architectural objects but on the 
methods of empowerment and the change that it can engender. Therefore, this study underscores the 
utility of spatial agency in placemaking for positive social and spatial outcomes. 
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1. Introduction 
Colour is an essential element of the visual world that impacts the interactions between humans and 
their immediate environment. It is a sensory perception that informs the interpretation of our 
environmental experiences and psychological mood (Meerwein et al. 2007). Colour serves as a powerful 
visual property, and a medium of communication without which our built environment will be 
experienced as a mundane achromatic environment with little or no vitality and aesthetic appeal.  
Several studies have shown the importance of colour in consumer-product-preference, socio-cultural 
identity, architectural psychology, and in regulating the visual perception of a given space (Aslam 2006; 
Crozier 1996; Elliot & Maier 2014). Mahnke (1996), underscores the influence of colour on the mood 
and physiological wellbeing of people in their given environment. For example, colours such as red, 
yellow, and blue are noted to be associated with aggression, brightness, and relaxation respectively 
(Meerwein et al. 2007). Nonetheless, studies in the psychology of colour has yet to fully explain the 
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emotional and physiological impact of different colours on people due to subjective human response to 
colour. 

In the area of architectural science and urban design, colour has been identified to influence one’s 
thermal perception in different environments (Auliciems 1981; Fenko et al. 2010); and an individual’s or 
community’s sense of place (Stedman 2003).  These observations are underpinned by studies in 
neuropsychology which underline how the human brain reacts to sensory information (such as colour) 
from the external environment (Mahnke 1996; Tanaka et al. 2001). Therefore, the choice of colour for a 
given environment has the potential of evoking diverse emotional and/or physiological reactions from 
people, besides the socio-cultural symbolism it may embody.  Property branding or the practice of 
painting commercial and private properties (i.e. buildings, fence walls, stalls etc.) with corporate colours, 
has emerged as a pervasive phenomenon in most rural and urban areas in Ghana. It is increasingly 
redefining the outlook of the built environment, thereby, giving the rural and urban space a commercial 
image.  Nevertheless, what this practice means for the character and the community identity of the built 
environment, and how it influences the socio-spatial relationships of the rural and urban architecture 
have received little attention in both academic and policy discourses. So far, no studies have been found 
in this area. Therefore, this paper explores the underlying drivers of property branding, how it impacts 
people’s perceptual judgement of their environment, and the extent of social acceptance of this 
practice. The study pays particular attention to branded houses, how it influences people’s sense of 
home; and the role architects (in particular) and other related disciplines can play, in collaboration with 
government and society, to reframe property branding for positive social and spatial outcomes. 

 

 
Figure 1: Various locations within Ghana with properties branded in corporate colour (Source: 

Ghanaweb) 
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2. Emergence and implications of property branding in Ghana. 
Although the genesis of property branding in Ghana remains uncertain, this practice gained momentum 
in the early 1990s. The Structural Adjustment Program introduced in Ghana in 1983 allowed for greater 
hospitality towards foreign organizations through trade liberalization and privatization of state-owned 
enterprises. These policies fuelled the influx of multinational companies in the country. Eventually, the 
quest for market share and cheaper means of advertisement in a porously regulated environment, 
created room for the branding of properties at relatively cheaper cost but wider coverage. As illustrated 
in figure 2 below, property branding started with the painting of stalls and container shops located along 
major roads in some parts of Ghana. This exercise was extended to the painting of fence walls, and 
subsequently to private and commercial buildings located at vantage points in both rural and urban 
areas. Taking advantage of public ambivalence towards this practice, one corporate entity issued a 
statement that “if you remain still for too long, we will brand you” (Dowuona 2009). This assertion 
portrays the aggression and impunity with which some companies are turning the image of most urban 
and rural settings in Ghana into corporate brands with little or no regard for place-identity. For an 
individual who is unfamiliar with Ghana, the intricacies of the built environment from cultural aspects of 
daily life, climate, and materials are masked by the prevalence of property branding. 
 

 

Figure 2: Trend of property branding in Ghana (Authors’ construct) 
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Property branding plays a particular role in identity and ownership that other means of 
advertisement such as billboards, radio and TV commercials do not. It impacts how we conceive, 
interpret, and identify with space. As Merleau-Ponty (1962) points out, our understanding and 
interpretation of the world are inextricable from the space we live in. Conventionally, one’s home is 
where you live, how you live, and how you are identified. Home is that term of identification of the self 
that connotes one’s attachment to various things, e.g: homepage, hometown, and homeland etc. In an 
interview, Swiss architect Peter Zumthor notes: “I like to travel the world but it’s important for me that 
I’m anchored here. To come from a place, I think, is a very basic human thing” (Brislin 2012, p. 9). This 
assertion underlines the notion that home might be a primal and innate need for one to locate him or 
herself in the world regardless of the form it actually takes. While the image and significance of one’s 
home and what constitutes a home is not universal among groups, demographics, and culture, it is 
readily identified as the possession most often associated with personal (and family) identity, security 
and well-being (Marcus 1995). Therefore, society and individuals tend to associate people with their 
home regardless of that individual’s own sensibility and attachment to their home.  

People personalize their homes with their favourite colours and ornamentations so that their houses 
reflect and communicate their affinity, and personal and/or social values. Invariably, social and spatial 
components of the human environment are mutually dependent so that your physical place is organized 
within layers of social relationships. If the assertion by Zumthor is anything to go by, then the role of 
place, home, and identity are all functional as basic human need; and they are architectural in their 
connection to the intricate ways in which home is shaped both socially and materially. To be 
“homeless,” is universally viewed as a serious concern: it is not simply to go without adequate “shelter” 
but the sense of displacement, disorientation, and loss of identity that comes with it. Therefore, the 
implication of property branding for our visual perception, environmental experience, and a sense of 
place and identity cannot be overemphasized. Indeed, human beings, and for that matter our built 
environment, have an urge for identity (Leach 2006); therefore, any attempt to mire this identity is 
inimical to one’s sensibility.  Against this background, this study draws on exploratory inquiry to: 
understand the drivers of property branding; examine how it impacts people’s perception of space; 
assess the extent of social acceptance; and identify the roles government, society, and professionals 
etc., can play to collectively reimagine and define the character of the built environment. 

3. Methods 
This study was mainly an exploratory research given the limited data and/or interest in property 
branding in both academic and policy discourses in Ghana. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with key stakeholders in three major cities in Ghana namely: Kumasi, Accra, and Sunyani. Participants of 
the interviews included: (1) the marketing departments of corporate organizations engaged in property 
branding; (2) house/property owners and tenants of branded houses; (3) architects- both in academia 
and practice; (4) urban designers and researchers; (5) policy makers and local government; (6) students; 
and (7) the general public. A total of 30 interviews were conducted. Due consideration was given to all 
ethical requirements with regards to data collection and reporting. The interviews were complemented 
by a random survey of people on the streets of Kumasi to seek their opinion on the practice of property 
branding in their neighbourhoods. The wide range of respondents engaged in the study allowed for an 
evaluation of diverse opinions and interpretations of property branding, and how it affects the visual 
quality and local identity of the built environment.  The findings of the study have been organized into 
three thematic areas: (1) drivers and motivation for property branding; (2) legitimacy of property 
branding; and (3) spatial agency. 
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4. Results and discussion 

4.1. Drivers and motivation for property branding. 

The stakeholders identified in this study have been categorized into three main groups i.e.: (1) those 
who are directly involved in property branding i.e. corporate entities and property owners; (2) policy 
makers and regulators; and (3) the general public (both ordinary people and professionals). Each 
stakeholder group had different interests and perceptions about property branding and how it affects 
them and their immediate environment. The first stakeholder group, identified above, were largely the 
marketing departments of corporate organizations on one hand, and property owners on the other. An 
analysis of the underlying motivation of property branding for companies such as Vodafone, Glo, MTN, 
Airtel, and Expresso, reveals that the primary incentive of property branding is cheap advertisement. On 
average, property branding saves companies more than 50 percent of their advertisement costs 
compared with other traditional means of advertisement such as billboards, and radio or television 
advertisement.  

On the other hand, depending on their negotiation prowess, property owners were paid little or no 
money to have their properties branded. Some property owners viewed this exercise as killing two birds 
with one stone. In the first place, they got their, hitherto, poor-looking properties painted as well as 
some financial gains from the companies; although their rights to determining the colour of their 
buildings were usurped.  Furthermore, the policy making bodies and regulatory institutions, engaged in 
the study, such as the Kumasi Metropolitan Assembly, acknowledged property branding as a legitimate 
means of advertisement in their metropolis. It provided income for the local government through 
advertisement fees which were determined based on the location of the branded property (proximity to 
major roads or the central business district), ownership (public or private), and the total surface area of 
the property being branded. Most local authorities had no regulations to guide how the branding was 
carried out; and the fees charged were far less expensive than, for example, those charged for mounting 
or renting a billboard. Hence, the ubiquity of branded properties in both urban and rural areas in most 
parts of Ghana.  

In addition, the perceptions of the general public about property branding were sought since the 
buildings are in the public domain. In this regard, particular attention was paid to the views of ordinary 
people and those of professionals in the built environment. In a random survey we conducted among 
the general public on the streets, more than 60 percent of the people had a negative view of property 
branding. Among those who viewed it negatively, 86 percent of them did not like the colours used, and 
were also discontented with the poor quality of painting. Besides, the opinions held by the professional 
group (e.g., architects, developers, engineers, urban researchers etc.) suggested a strong disapproval of 
the idea of property branding. Majority of them emphasized that property branding is a “nuisance”, 
“disgusting”, and “a bit vulgar”. It was viewed as undermining modern civilization, inimical to local 
identity and the socio-cultural values it may embody, and an “obliteration of the image of the built 
environment”. Ironically, although some members of the public were forgiving of the concept of 
property branding, they rejected the idea of having their houses branded; portraying the NIMBY 
syndrome. These observations raise questions about the legitimacy of property branding, and the value 
people attach to their immediate environment beyond the four walls of their homes.   
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4.2. Legitimacy of property branding. 

Borrás and Edler (2014), identify legitimacy as the extent of social acceptance of change, a niche regime, 
or new institutional rules or practices. The success (or failure) of any emerging socio-technical system, 
largely hinges on the socially shared legitimacy of that system. This is buttressed by the notion that 
social acceptance of an innovation or an emergent phenomenon engenders a sense of normative 
obligation and/or voluntary adherence that help save local authorities the resources required to enforce 
compliance (Scharpf 2009). Referring to the work of David Easton (Easton 1965), Borrás and Edler (2014) 
point out that legitimacy can be conceptualized by two main criteria: (1) social engagement and support 
of the process by which public decisions are taken- “input legitimacy”; and (2) the extent of public 
acceptance of the outcomes of such decisions- “output legitimacy”. Following this abstraction, a 
legitimate action or phenomenon can be conceived as one that engages stakeholders in its 
conceptualization, and produces outcomes which are consistent with stakeholder expectations. 

The process of property branding remains questionable considering its input legitimacy. Although 
some companies negotiate with property owners and local government before branding any property, a 
larger part of society who are affected by such practices are backgrounded. Interviews with tenants of 
some branded compound houses revealed that tenants are not consulted in the negotiation process; 
and for the most part, the property owners who do the negotiations do not live in the houses 
themselves. Hence, tenants are forced to live with the brand of a company they may not identify with. 
Several tenants complained of losing a sense of home and, therefore, objected to such practices. 
Beyond local residents’ expectations, there is also no professional input in the way properties are 
branded. Companies do not engage architects or planners etc. in the choice, design or branding of 
properties due to their obsession with cost cutting ambitions. In fact, there are no regulations that bind 
them to do so. Consequently, they resort to cheap labour which eventually leads to poor output and 
public disapprobation (output legitimacy). In the light of the viral nature of property branding and the 
negative perceptions associated with it, it is important to identify alternative approaches that can be 
applied to reframe property branding for positive social and spatial outcomes. 

4.3. Spatial agency: an alternative approach to property branding? 

In their book, Spatial Agency; Other Ways of Doing Architecture, Awan et al. (2013) provide the concept 
in which architecture is deployed in more ways to empower others and their agency for spatial 
production. “Spatial agency expands the definition as to what might constitute a site of action, seeing it 
as something that is in the widest sense of the word, physical, social, metaphorical, phenomenal, and 
rarely limited by externally determined instructions and conventions” (Awan et al. 2013, p. 55). Engaging 
the expansive spatial forces of the political, ecological, virtual and other diverse networks is both 
necessary and challenging. The critical aspect of spatial agency is that the “consequences of architecture 
are of much more significance than the objects of architecture” (Awan et al. 2013, p. 33). In this way, we 
hope to consider property branding in the context of fostering change in the sensibilities, methods, and 
responsibilities of architects, urban planners and related disciplines, in collaboration with government 
and society in general. 

Interviews conducted with architects, planners, educators and other professional allies as part of our 
investigation reveal a political and cultural climate that constrain design activism. Kultermann and 
Maass (1969), point out similar sentiments that architecture, social and political conditions are 
inseparable, but their interaction in practice are not encouraging. In this respect, Brislin (2012, p. 9), 
proposes an architecture, “that valorises the human spirit through its focus on place, the senses and 



55 Property branding in Ghana: a reflection on architecture, colour, and spatial agency 

memory”. There are Ghanaian architects who have dedicated themselves to creating such meaningful 
work; however, the viral nature of property branding seems to present a new challenge and, perhaps, 
opportunity for re-imagining architectural agency. In the concept of spatial agency, the term 
“architecture” is removed, in part, for its tendency to equate architecture and the building in order to 
create an opportunity in which architects and non-architects can work together to define the form and 
function of a given space. In this regard, architecture could be understood as dynamic, accommodating, 
evolving, social, political and experiential among many other domains with which it intersects. 

In the absence of strict government regulations to streamline the process of property branding, it is 
important to identify a more efficient approach to its application that may have positive outcomes on 
the environment and society in general. One of such approaches identified in the study is the 
engagement of property users in how a property is branded. So far, this decision rests with the branding 
companies with little or no inputs from the users. This engagement is seen as a way of promoting a 
sense of ownership and agency among users. Another important factor is the engagement of 
professionals, for example, architects in the design and execution process of property branding. Some 
architects opined that to make property branding meaningful to society, it will be useful to incorporate 
traditional symbols (also known as Adinkra symbols), that reflect the values of property owners and 
society in general, into the branding of those properties. These symbols may also serve as educational 
tools for young people in society. There are more than 70 Adinkra symbols in Ghana, each embodying 
different meaning and traditional significance. Figure 3 below, is an illustration of how property 
branding could incorporate Adinkra symbols to add some traditional value to it. The symbol shown in 
Fig. 3 is referred to as “Nkyinkyim” which means “initiative, dynamism, and versatility”.  

 

 

Figure 3: Adinkra symbol, ‘Nkyinkyim’ on a Vodafone branded house (Authors’ construct) 
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5. Conclusion 
Alastair Fuad-Luke’s book, Design Activism, is subtitled “a beautiful strangeness for a sustainable 
world”(Fuad-Luke 2013). While Fuad-Luke relies on a rather banal sounding definition of design, that is, 
merely the effort to improve any current situation, it unfolds into all aspects of our lives. Fuad-Luke’s 
subtitle gives us the essence of good design. Design creates something unexpected, unfamiliar, 
unknowable and, when done well, it creates opportunities and solutions for the most challenging, 
complex issues we face. It is not merely problem-solving, but reaches deeper to define the problem 
itself. Design encompasses all aspects of our lives and connects us all through our shared desires to live 
richly and improve the situation in which we find ourselves. In this paper we have tried to address the 
problem of property branding in the context of a complex, intertwined set of issues and to suggest that 
the problem that needs to be solved can be addressed through design’s capacity for spatial agency. 

This paper is part of an initial process in which we are seeking inroads for actual change; despite the 
scale of the challenge and the complexity of property branding. We hope to engage others to consider 
our assertion that property branding is a critical and persistent issue of what is architecture in Ghana, 
and that it could be addressed within a framework of spatial agency. Property branding could be viewed 
as a negative and identity corrupting action that could produce a course of action which could result in 
undesirable social and spatial outcomes. However, it could also be recognized that identity is not static 
but its co-produced through socio-spatial engagement drawing on all areas of influence (Pellow 2002). 
Therefore, alternative means could be sought to engage key stakeholders in the process of property 
branding to ensure its output legitimacy. This engagement should take into account the views of 
property users, and the implications of property branding for community identity. That said, it is 
important to understand factors that may, potentially, present barriers to stakeholder engagement and 
participation in property branding; and how these barriers could be eliminated. 
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