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Abstract 
Colour is a natural phenomenon that permeate all facets of human 

endeavor, used as a means of symbolic and nonverbal communication, 

racial, professional, class, Political, religious and social associations and 

identification. Colour is an all important phenomenon in the day to day 

dealings of man either as an individual or an organization marking and 

making personified meanings codified in its use but most people do not 

pay conscious attention to the importance and manner colour is deployed 

thus there are obvious clashes and conflicts in the choice of colour to 

represent cooperate interest.. In more civilized contexts, colour codified 

products and services have become a part of humanity to an extent that 

people rely greatly on one product or service type to the other. This study 

is premised on the fact that society gets acquainted and falls in love with 

some products and service type more than others with little or no time to 

verify their authenticity because of their colour and images presented by 

the mass media. This study employs Harold Lasswell’s 

Hypodermic/bullet theory of the 1930s to examine the notion of products 

and services projection through the mass media using the 

telecommunication industry as a paradigm. The study concludes that 

indeed, the mass media audience depends majorly on the mass media for 

products and services information thus the mass media’s presentation of 

a products or services typology is key to its acceptance. 
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Introduction 

Colour is one of the severally used means of non-verbal communication 

around the globe which has natural and socio/cultural denotations. It is a 

complex scientific phenomenon that usually manifests in the different 

facets of human existence and interactions from the origin of creation, in 

order to facilitate desired global understanding and development through 

certain established colour codes thus we find humanity agreeing to some 

generalized meanings to certain colours such as can be seen with the 

adoption and general acceptance of red, (amber) orange and green of the 

traffic lights technology to mean the same thing all over the world and the 

red bordering the triangle is globally accepted to mean caution still in traffic 

parlance, whereupon violators are usually penalized for ignorance, 

negligence or noncompliance. Gillette (2008) in talking about the 

importance of colour says “we grow up with color all around us and we see 

and use it every day, it is probably because of our constant contact with 

color that we accept it without really thinking about it” (p. 88) and he went 

on to define colour “as a perception created in the brain as a result of 

stimulation of the retina by light waves of certain length” (p. 88) accepting 

the numerous other definitions of colour as valid in their contexts. 

            

The power of colour cannot be over emphasized thus Georgia O’Keeffe 

cited in Cunningham and Reich (2006) admits thus “when I found beautiful 

white bones in the desert I picked them up and took them home” (461) Such 

is the magnificent strength of colour. In order to work comfortably and 

confidently with electricity, it is imperative for one to be conversant with 

the colour identities of live wire, neutral and earth otherwise one may be 

working on a suicide mission. Colour plays a phenomenal role in 

identifying people, subjects and objects in their individual and collective 

capacities hence one is required to indicate colour of hair, eyes or both in 

the course of filling up some forms for an international engagement or 

transactions. In other instances one may be asked to use colour to 
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differentiate percentages as in bar or pie charts for pictorial rendition of 

economic matters.  

               

Again, the racial identities of Black, White or Red-Indian, determines to a 

great extent who gets what in some socio/political settings. Consequently, 

the notion of colour and identity is now multidimensional as can be seen 

with the emergence of artificial intelligence where machines now 

discriminate against certain colours in dispensing liquid soap in some 

places. According to Ocvirk et al (2006)  

 

Sir Isaac Newton investigated the physical nature of colour 

around 1660. Having separated colour into the spectrum – red 

on top and violet on the bottom – he was the first to conceive 

of it as a colour wheel (p.163). 

  

These colour codes survive within cultural, professional, social, economic, 

political, educational and domestic milieus. Thus the notion of colour 

whether primary, secondary or tertiary becomes the overriding concept 

propelling humanities appreciation of beauty and order. This concept, 

include idea generation, (execution) communication, and acceptance which 

have become a constant determinant that is apparent in the search for a 

global expression and meaning.  

           

Beyond verbal communication, humanity constantly generates modes and 

codes to express fears, emotions, imaginations, and expectations. Thus, 

man persistently subdues his environment in the quest to survive against 

all imaginable challenges adopting colour as major medium of interaction 

and appreciation. In so doing man bridges the difficulty in understanding 

and other factors to remain relevant in the orbit of life. 

         

As a result of the realization of the importance of colour to man, legitimate 

businesses all over the world have created and often depend on one form 
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of identity or the other to generate, interact and attract the desired 

patronage to engender growth in their businesses. Therefore, man is on a 

daily basis presented with different business narratives and images on 

cinema, television, radio, billboards, social media, magazine, newspapers 

and other possible means and medium in order for him to be acquainted 

with the latest goods and services. The idea to constantly get man 

acquainted with the goings on through appropriate medium is captured by 

Macham (2019) who posit that 

 

 There is the assumption that every newspaper is founded 

and run on the basis of truth, objectivity, fairness, and 

factuality that are the hallmarks of journalism practice; and 

idea that the basic responsibility of the media is to turn out 

the highest-quality, fair and truthful product as much as 

possible (17)    

 

The media as expected usually work with prospective clients to project their 

products for maximum appreciation and patronage. Consequently, some 

businesses and service providers go as far as adopting emotional 

techniques in branding vehicles, clothes, souvenirs and other non-verbal 

means to create the necessary awareness that will get their products and 

services closer to their target audience. Ocvirk et al (2006) argue that “colour 

may also be organized or employed according to its ability to create mood, 

symbolize ideas and express emotions” (p.161)  

             

Older businesses and brands constantly reappraise their products and 

services to keep up with prevailing trends in order to stay afloat. Thus 

according to Ocvirk et al (2006) “we are continually exposed to colour’s 

emotive power. In a supermarket the meat section is sparkling white to 

assure us of its cleanliness and purity [in order] to encourage us to purchase 

the product . . .” (p.161) in the same vein new or upcoming businesses study 

and follow trending approaches to grow their businesses 
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These publicity gimmicks, be it in the print, electronic or social media, is in 

the immediate domain of mass communication without which certain 

information will elude the public and compromise human development. As 

a foreground to this study therefore, it is necessary to approach this study 

through lens of mass communication which according to Biagi (2003) “is 

communication from one person or group of persons through a 

transmitting device . . . to large audiences or markets” (p.3) Campbell, 

Martin and Fabos (2009) points out that 

 

mass communication institutions are not single entity. The 

mass media constitutes a wide variety of industries and 

merchandise, from documentary news programs about 

famines in Africa to infomercials about vegetable slicers . . . 

the word media is after all, a Latin plural form for the singular 

noun medium. Television, newspapers, music, movies, 

magazines, books, billboards, radio, broadcast satellites, and 

the internet are all part of the media . . . (p.18)   

 

The word mass is used here as an adjective to qualify a kind of 

communication, which implies a typology of communication targeted at a 

large collection of people through means available and accessible to them 

irrespective of class, status and location. Though mass communication as 

defined by Biagi, is communication targeted at a mass audience, it can be 

censored and directed at a given demography of audience as in film, 

through rating thus restricting viewership to certain age limits. According 

to Vogel (2001) 

 

Over the longer term, demand for leisure goods and services 

can also be significantly affected by changes in the relative 

growth of different age cohorts. For instance, teenagers tend 

to be important purchasers of recorded music [while] people 

under the age of 30 are the most avid moviegoers. 
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Accordingly, a large increase in births following World War 

II created, in the 1960s and 1970s, a market highly receptive to 

movie and music products (p. 13)  

 

However no matter the degree of restriction placed on a given demography 

of audience on a kind of product or service, there is always a mass audience 

for which that products or services are targeted at. Diaper for instance is 

targeted at babies just as sanitary pad is targeted at the female folk and 

perhaps ignorable percentage of men with medical conditions that may 

require the use of pads. In the same manner, alcohol and cigarette is 

targeted at adults while some products such as table water, beverages and 

some others are made for both infants and adults as well as for men and 

women, old and young. These category of products defile demographic 

rule and so is consumed as a family product.  

             

Humanity through the mass media have come to be much more aware and 

frequently too, of things happening around the globe. News of events and 

of inventions happening in the immediate or in remote places are promptly 

reported and so bring to the notice of the public at large or a selected 

audience a given information within seconds of its occurrence, an act that 

presupposes a global community where information moves with the speed 

of light. According to Chiedu (2017)  

 

Whether in the rural or urban area, the quality of news 

[information] might not be the burden of readers [recipients] 

their concern may dwell on perceived common interest as in 

politics, sports, satires (catoons) or money-market (job offers). 

From whatever way one looks at information, a reality of 

user’s need beckons on experts to balance those needs with 

professionalism that is consistent with international best 

practices (69)  
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The mass media has thus, provided humanity a veritable platform to 

express ideas, opinion (s) and feelings to a wide range of audience. The 

media has also created a market to advertise and sell products or services, 

present political campaigns, give weather forecast, report news, felicitate 

with family and friends, and broadcast upcoming events. 

                

In fact, the mass media currently play the role of checks and balances to 

societies around the globe hence matters of war, health, weather, sports etc 

are frequently reported for the public to be aware in order for them to 

observe a safety stance in order to defend their political, economic, social, 

cultural and religious interest. For instance, the information on EBOLA 

virus in Africa and CORONA virus (COVID – 19) from China was made 

public by the mass media the same way the mass media brings to public 

knowledge issues in Africa, the Middle East, America and the world over.    

             

This paper examines the role of the mass media in the projection and 

protection of co-operate identities, differentiated through their dependence 

and use of certain colour(s) in the branding and presentation of their 

businesses and products. The paper adopts the Hypodermic Needle/Magic 

Bullet Theory to present how the media has successfully handled the co-

operate imaging and identities of three telecommunication companies in 

Nigeria – MTN, Airtel and Globacom, through advertising. All three 

companies in focus are share the same business interest, providing 

communication services but they do a lot of copying, borrowing and even 

stealing of ideas from one another. They all use the radio, television, 

billboards, fliers, branded cars, etc and this they have done carefully, 

critically adopting the advice of Yeung (2007) who says  

 

In business, appropriating someone else’s idea is usually 

called “best practice sharing” or “benchmarking”. Business 

people do it all the time; copying the best of what someone 

else does, but trying to make it better (p. 23). 
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The study observes that as much as they all do same business, there are 

lots of borrowed, copied or stolen ideas in their advertorial contents. But 

as pointed out by Yeung, they have also created enough alibi through their 

different choices of colour to stay off the right of way of litigation that may 

arise from plagiarizing intellectual material or property. Consumers have 

come to align and accept these products as they are presented due to the 

passage of time and persistence of associated colour. Adedeji-Unuigbe 

(2002) allude to the above by saying that ; 

 

 with the coming of age of advertisement as a form of 

persuasive communication, consumers of goods and services 

are more critical of the advertisement contents: the message, 

graphic design, colours, pictorial/illustration etc of the 

advertised products can satisfy and play down his fickle 

curiosity (p. 171)   

 

Hypodermic needle/magic bullet theory 

This theory came into existence in the early 1930’s, and has been extensively 

analyzed by scholars at different times and fora. The theory simply posits 

that the media directly affects its audience. That the audience takes hook, 

line and sinker whatever the media presents without objection believing it 

to be true, a condition that greatly affects the behaviors of consumers of 

mass media messages thus leaving the impression that the media is 

extremely powerful. According to Campbell, Martin and Fabos (2009) 

 

 This concept of powerful media affecting weak audiences has 

been labeled the hypodermic-needle model, sometimes also 

called the magic bullet theory or the direct effects model. It 

suggests that the media shoot their potent effects directly into 

unsuspecting victims (p.527)  
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Brief history of telecommunication in Nigeria 

Telecommunication is a broad industry comprising television, radio, 

mobile phone, inter-net and (land lines) fix phones. However, history in this 

study is limited to the emergence of fix and mobile phone in Nigeria. 

            

Nigeria has an enduring history of telecommunication development that 

began in the late 19th century through the 20th century to the 21st century. 

Nigeria as we are aware is a British colony and as a requirement for 

administrative convenience the first cable connecting Lagos and London 

was completed in the year 1886 to facilitate communication between the 

colony and the colonial masters simply to be in total control of the colony. 

It took the British government seven years to connect all government offices 

in Lagos with phones before connecting Jebba and Ilorin. 

              

The trend of linking other parts of the country with telephone lines 

continued but very slowly, connecting Calabar and Itu to the commercial 

telephone service establishment in 1923 and by 1952 there was an 

intercourse of inner telephone line between Ibadan and Lagos, 

subsequently reaching out to other parts of the country, owned and 

operated by the colonial masters. 

              

By 1960, Nigeria had established the Nigerian External Telecommunication 

(NET) which catered for the telecommunication needs of a few rich or 

privileged people in Nigerians.                                                                                  
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The Communications Commission in Nigeria allowed selling internet 

service to citizens in 1996. It provided 38 companies with a license to offer 

such services. The first firm to start the Internet era was Linkserve Limited. 

This company turned out to become the first ISP (abbreviation stands for 

internet service provider) and is still one of the leading firms in the market. 

The Internet is still developing. It is mainly available in big cities with good 

infrastructure. But there is a non-governmental company Nigeria Internet 

Group (NIG exists since 1995) that wants to provide all Nigerians with full 

internet access in all the corners of the country. The 1999 study showed that 

there were approximately 100 thousand users of Internet in Nigeria. Just 

think of this. This number was over 91 million in 2017, according to 

Nigerian Communications Commission. The growth is so rapid and it will 

definitely continue in 2018. : https://www.legit.ng/1146671-history-

telecommunication-nigeria.html 

 

The cellular market started to develop in Nigeria in 1992. The first cellular 

network that entered the market was MTS (it stands for Mobile 

Telecommunications Service). Since this was the first company, it quickly 

gained the ‘monopoly’ status and extreme popularity adding thousands of 

lines to meet all the high demand of local people. The first cell-phones 

didn’t boast many features. You could mostly make calls, send text 

messages, and listen to monophonic rings. Modern smart-phones are like 

small computers in your hands. You know that a lot has changed since the 

1990s. The biggest markets for cellular network to grow are Lagos, Kano, 

and Abuja. Many suburbs still don’t have wide access to the mobile 

network, but local networks keep developing their 4G networks and 

covering more outskirts areas to reach the whole 190 million population of 

the country. There are about 150 million mobile subscribers in Nigeria and 

many telecom companies.: https://www.legit.ng/1146671-history-

telecommunication-nigeria.html   

 

 

https://www.legit.ng/1146671-history-telecommunication-nigeria.html
https://www.legit.ng/1146671-history-telecommunication-nigeria.html
https://www.legit.ng/1146671-history-telecommunication-nigeria.html
https://www.legit.ng/1146671-history-telecommunication-nigeria.html
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Co-operate identity/imaging  

. . . It is through communication with our family, friends, and 

others (sometimes people from different cultures) that we 

come to understand ourselves and our identity. And it is 

through communication that we express our identity to 

others (Maggie and Marina (2005) quoted in Martin & 

Nakayama, 2005, p.80) 

 

There are businesses of different types all over the world, established for 

diverse purposes, making profit being one of the major reasons. Some 

render direct service(s) to clients on agreed terms as it is with lawyers, 

doctors, teachers, accountants, engineers, bankers, architects, artiste etc. 

and their clients. While some are into manufacturing of goods as in 

furniture, fashion, electronics, cars, computers, phones etc. others are into 

exploration and prospecting of liquid minerals as in oil and gas, and other 

are into mining of precious stones as in gold, silver, diamond etc.  Some are 

into agriculture and several other businesses. 

              

There are also non-profit making organizations as well as volunteerisms. 

Consequently, goods and services are frequently demanded by the mass 

audience, to solve one problem or the other in order to satisfy certain 

desire(s). The need therefore, to look out for the best service provider or 

(products) goods become imperative to the consumer whose desires are 

usually insatiable. But how can the consumer or client know the best if not 

by sampling the variety of products available in the market? 

              

Without the mass media presenting these goods and services, it will be 

almost impossible for the public to be aware of all the different brands of 

homogeneous business/products or services. Take for instance telecom 

providers available in Nigeria or any other geographical enclave that 

provide ICT services and the way they brand their services and products 

for maximum consumer attention. It is for purposes of identification of 
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brand(s) therefore, that logo, colour, signature tunes, anthems etc. become 

a part of man’s total existence; social, politics, religion, education, culture, . 

For it is said that “We express our identities through communication – core 

symbols, labels, and norms” (Martin & Nakayama, 2005, p.108)   

           

The jostle to be and to remain on top the game in a particular business 

endeavor predicates on how a product is packaged in other to attract public 

awareness, acceptance or patronage. For a product to be in public domain, 

the mass media must be directly involved, to present it through advertising 

using the appropriate language and image(s). Biagi’ informs that the mass 

media “are key institutions to our society. They affect our culture, our 

buying habits, and our politics . . .” (21) 

             

Consequently, every organization and product has some kind of distinct 

identity that usually differentiates it from others. These identities are more 

often than not, colour-bound. Again, the chosen identity must be made 

public through the mass media for it to be always associated with a given 

structure, product or brand otherwise the mass public will be confused as 

to what product or whose services they really need.  

                

The first private telecommunication company to be established in Nigeria, 

apart from the federal government owned NITEL now moribund, is MTN 

which adopts the colours yellow, blue and red as means of identification. 
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To this end, the colours yellow and blue becomes synonymous with the 

company and as a result, the moment an advert relating to 

telecommunication is aired on the television, (a mass medium) with the 

colour yellow, without the mention of the company’s name the mass 

audience begins to anticipate the sponsors of such advert and it will not be 

totally wrong at the end of the advert.  

 

The predominance of the colour yellow chosen by the co-operate 

organization and the subsequent presentation of same to the audience 

without distortion through the mass media  registers in the sub-conscious 

of the audience who will always associate the colour yellow with MTN 

when discussing telecommunication in Nigeria. Visafone is a brand of its 

own that adopts the colour red for identification but haven been bought 

over by MTN the colour red is dropped for yellow because MTN has made 

public their colour and probably would not want to be mistaken for other 

telecommunication brands in Nigeria.    

           

After MTN, comes Vodacom which metamorphosed to Airtel, following 

several changes of ownership and name. Airtel adopts the colours red and 

white for its immediate identification in order to break the monopoly of 

MTN. 
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If for instance Airtel comes up with same yellow colour as MTN, there will  

be colour conflict.   

 

Airtel has maintained the colour red even as it keeps changing 

nomenclature from Vodacom to Econet, Vmobile, Celtel, Zain and now 

Airtel. At every instance, the new operator usually introduces a new name 

and logo but keeps the colour red as a very strong means of identification 

which the public have also come to accept to be synonymous to Airtel in 

the communication industry. Apart from Zain that introduced a completely 

different colour from the primal colour, all others before Zain maintained 

the dominant colour red. As a matter of fact, Zain deviated from the generic 

red colour which stands the brand out from other communication brand in 

Nigeria. Knowing the contest in the industry and problems associated with 

identification as a strong contender, Airtel has to re-trace and re-establish 

their primal colour code red to remain in contention.  
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Following Airtel behind is Globacom with lemon green as its colour of 

identification.       

             

        

In the case of Globacom which came into existence in 19 - - , there was a 

media sensitization using the colour lemon green, in such a way that keeps 

the mass audience in suspense and apprehension for a given period of time 

before the brand name was made public. The company kept the public 

pondering over what to expect when they started putting their lemon green 

(booths) kiosks in strategic places all around the country without a brand 

name or logo. The company made the unsuspecting mass public to accept 

their brand and product before the product was eventually introduced, 

through the hypodermic needle model. 

 

Conclusion 

Using the hypodermic needle theory to examine the co-operate identities of 

these telecommunication giants in Nigeria, reveals that the Nigerian 

audience like the global audience has been injected with different colour 

identities of the aforementioned companies by the media and the audience 

has accepted without queries the colour ideation of these co-operate 

entities.      While being aware of other models or communication theories 

like the minimal-effects which talks about selective exposure and selective 

retention, positing: 
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 that the mass media influenced individuals who did not hold 

strong views on an issue and that the media also had a greater 

impact on poor and uneducated heavy users, . . . that strong 

media effects occur largely at an individual level and do not 

appear to have large-scale, measurable, and direct effects on 

society as a whole (Klapper, 2009, quoted in Campbell, Martin 

& Fabos, 2009, p.528)  

 

Contrary to the minimal-effects model, this study argue that without the 

media, these colours – yellow, red and lemon green would not have been 

so quickly and widely spread for the public to imbibe or assimilated as co-

operate identities for the companies they represent. Beyond colour which 

is visually appreciated, the mass media has perfectly synchronized the 

complementary audios of these companies thus blending sight and sound 

to strengthen the potency of their chosen medium. Again, through the same 

hypodermic needle model, the mass media acquainted the public with 

slogans like “yhello!”, “everywhere you go” which becomes popular calls 

associated only to MTN. In the same manner, Glo came up with “rule your 

world” and Airtel with “the smart phone network”. Without their co-operate 

logos, these colours and signature tunes made popular by mass media has 

forcefully injected these identities and consciousness into the audience thus 

making them to accept without reservation, what the media presents as 

representing the different telecom companies. While not totally 

condemning the position of the minimal-effects theory “that the mass 

media influenced individuals who did not hold strong views on an issue”, 

this study is of the opinion that the consumers of telecommunication 

products and services cuts across all strata of the society and are well 

educated thus do not constitute or belong to the group described as “poor 

and uneducated heavy users” by the propagators of the minimal-effects 

theory 
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With the audio presentation of the various signature tunes, the public can 

immediately visualize or mentally command the colour that goes with a 

particular tune. In other words, the public is now very familiar with the 

semiotics colour and the brand it represents so much so that if the media 

decides for example to match Globacom’s “rule your world” audio against 

MTN’s (trade mark) yellow colour/logo identity, the audience will react to 

the fact that there is a miss match. The public’s acceptance of these co-

operate colour identity have also inspired more artistic and creative ways 

of presenting their products. Thus, the chosen colour(s) often dominate 

their event venues, costume(s) of their events host as evident in the 

dressings of their brand amb    
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