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Abstract
This study examines the visibility and communicative functions of indigenous 
languages in the linguistic landscapes (LL) of Accra and Dar es Salaam, two 
multilingual African capitals shaped by diff erent language ideologies. The 
study was designed to examine the extent to which indigenous languages 
appear on advertising billboards and the communicative roles they perform in 
these urban public spaces. Employing the Ethnolinguistic Vitality Theory, 420 
advertising billboards collected from key commercial zones in both cities were 
analysed. The analysis indicates a sharp contrast between the two contexts. 
In Accra, English dominates the public space overwhelmingly, while Akan 
appears sparingly and almost in conjunction with English translations. This 
fi nding suggests the marginalisation of indigenous languages in commercial 
communication in Ghana, highlighting their possible limited institutional 
support. In contrast, Dar es Salaam exhibits a more balanced linguistic 
ecology where Swahili and English coexist with relative functional parity, 
which may be attributed to the strong ethnolinguistic vitality and institutional 
support of Swahili. The study contributes to LL scholarship by showing how 
language policy and sociocultural attitudes shape the visibility, prestige, and 
functional scope of indigenous languages in urban commercial discourse.

Keywords: linguistic landscape, indigenous languages, multilingualism,  
      Ghana and Tanzania, billboards, ethnolinguistic vitality

1. Introduction
 Language plays an important role in shaping the identity of a 
community. Consequently, examining the language practices of a 
community is signifi cant as it reveals various aspects of a society 
and culture. One way such an investigation can be conducted is 
by exploring language use in public domains, such as road signs, 
billboards, posters, banners, stickers, and other visual signage. A 
study of such linguistic artifacts is what sociolinguists describe 
as linguistic landscape (LL). Analysing the LL of a community 
provides important information about its sociolinguistic make-
up and various aspects of  language dynamics, which include 
language policy, status, function, and attitude ( Anderson et al., 
2020). In this sense, the LL is not merely a descriptive surface 
of urban communication but a socially charged space where 
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language choices actively participate in the reproduction and 
negotiation of symbolic and material inequalities.
 Since its inception in 1997 by Landry and Bourhis, LL 
studies have received considerable scholarly attention from 
scholars worldwide, and the fi eld has expanded to encompass 
various contexts.  Early LL studies ( Ben-Rafael et al., 2006; 
Cenoz & Gorter, 2006; Backhaus, 2007) had initially focused 
on urban environments such as Amsterdam, Rome, Kyiv, and 
Tokyo. This trend extended to rural settings ( Banda & Hambaba, 
2015; Loth, 2016). Currently, LL research has expanded to 
include domains such as educational institutions ( Bernardo-
Hinesley, 2020), tourist sites ( Datang et al., 2022; Ekawati et 
al., 2023), healthcare facilities ( Mdukula, 2017; Benedicto, 
2022), and religious sites ( Tunliu et al., 2022; Boamah-Boateng 
& Anderson, 2024). The increasing diversity of LL research 
contexts has triggered a signifi cant expansion of methodological 
and theoretical approaches, facilitating a shift from descriptive 
analyses of multilingual signage toward more critical frameworks 
that foreground the sociopolitical production of language 
visibility in public space.
 Despite the diversity in the methods, theories, and 
settings in LL studies, a recurring theme that emerges from 
the various studies in diff erent settings is the overwhelming 
dominance of English or its fi erce competition with indigenous 
and minority languages. For example,  in his study,  Koschade 
(2016) observed that English dominates in Hahndorf, despite its 
German heritage. Similar fi ndings have been reported by Zimny 
(2017) in Namibia, and Muriungi, and Mudogo (2021) in Kenya. 
In religious settings,  Coluzzi and Kitade (2015) and Esteron 
(2021) identifi ed the dominance of English in places of worship 
in Malaysia and the Philippines, respectively, while  Mdukula 
(2017) reported a similar trend in a hospital in Tanzania. Even in 
rural settings like Wucheng (China)  Liu and Ma (2024) report a 
fi erce competition between English and Chinese.
In Ghana and Tanzania, LL research is in its embryonic stage. 
However, studies in these two settings reveal patterns comparable 
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to other multilingual contexts, where English overshadows 
local languages in public spaces. For instance, in their studies, 
 Anderson et al. (2020) and Tuff our and Asamoah-Poku (2020) 
observed the dominance of English in Accra and Kumasi, 
respectively. Similar trends were reported by Owusu-Afriyie 
(2020) in New Juaben, Gyasi, Dery, and Bangmarigu (2023) 
in Cape Coast, and Boamah-Boateng and Anderson (2024) in 
places of worship in Accra.  Akuamah’s (2022) analysis of shop 
names in Kumasi and Agbaglo and Aff ul’s (2023) examination of 
hotel names in Accra further revealed that indigenous languages 
were almost absent in urban settings.  In a recent study, Bisilki 
(2025) analysed language dominance in online LL in Ghana and 
reported a pronounced marginalisation of indigenous African 
and Ghanaian languages, in favour of English. These studies 
show a clear linguistic hierarchy in the LL of Ghana’s cities, 
where English remains a symbol of modernity and prestige, 
while local languages occupy peripheral roles. 
 In Tanzania, despite the long-standing promotion of 
Swahili (Kiswahili) as a national language, studies of the LL 
continue to point to the strong presence of English. Research 
in locations such as Orkesumet and Dodoma (Lusekelo, 2019; 
Lusekelo and Mdukula, 2021), as well as in urban centres 
(Lusekelo and Alphonce, 2018), more broadly shows that both 
Swahili and English are highly visible, with English often 
enjoying greater visual prominence. A similar pattern is evident 
in tourism-oriented regions, including Arusha, Kilimanjaro, 
and Manyara, where English monolingual signs are particularly 
common, followed by bilingual English and Swahili signage 
(Kimambo & Mdukula, 2024). In Arusha, Andrason and Karani 
(2025) further note that English and Swahili overshadow 
minority languages such as Maasai. An important variation 
appears in religious spaces, where Swahili tends to dominate as 
a shared and unifying language, while English is used to index 
globalisation and prestige (Mdukula, 2026). These fi ndings 
suggest that even in a context where an indigenous language 



Legon Journal of the Humanities 37.1 (2026) Page   5

holds offi  cial status, English continues to function as a language 
of authority and international access, refl ecting its sustained 
ethnolinguistic vitality (Giles et al., 1977).
 This recurrent pattern, in which English dominates the 
LL across various contexts, has been interpreted diff erently 
across studies. Whereas some scholars attribute the dominance 
of English to practical considerations of language, such as wider 
audience reach and economic value (Anderson et. al., 2020), 
others argue that it refl ects deeper structural inequalities and 
linguistic ideologies that privilege global languages over local 
languages (Muriungi & Mudogo, 2021; Agbaglo & Aff ul, 2023; 
Bisilki, 2025). This tension implies the need for a more in-
depth analysis that transcends counting the frequency of usage 
of languages in the LL to examine the symbolic and functional 
roles of languages in the LL.  
 In public spaces, messages about power, value, and 
ethnolinguistic vitality are communicated through language 
selection (Cenoz & Gorter, 2006; Anderson et al., 2020). 
Consequently, LL studies can reveal the relationship among 
language visibility, cultural representation, identity formation, 
and social inclusion. The reviewed studies suggest that in both 
Ghana and Tanzania, indigenous languages struggle to achieve 
parity with English, particularly in public signage and other 
visible semiotic spaces. This imbalance raises critical questions 
about the marginalization of indigenous languages and their 
implications for linguistic diversity, cultural preservation, and 
identity formation in African urban contexts. However, LL studies 
in both Ghana and Tanzania largely remain descriptive, focusing 
on the visibility or absence of languages on public signs, without 
suffi  ciently interrogating why these patterns persist or what they 
mean for language users. Less attention has been given to the 
broader implications of these patterns, particularly in relation to 
the functional roles, symbolic status, and communicative value 
of local languages within multilingual urban spaces.
 These gaps are signifi cant because understanding the 
visibility, status, and functions of indigenous languages not only 
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contributes valuable insights to multilingualism but also deepens 
our understanding of their contribution to linguistic equity and 
cultural preservation. To address these gaps, this study examines 
language use in the LL of Accra and Dar es Salaam. The study 
addresses two main research questions: to what extent does 
the visibility of indigenous languages in the public signage of 
Accra and Dar es Salaam refl ect their status in the linguistic 
landscapes of both cities, and what communicative functions do 
indigenous languages perform on public signage in Accra and 
Dar es Salaam? 

2. The sociolinguistic profi les of Ghana and Tanzania
Like many African countries, Ghana and Tanzania are multi-
ethnic and multilingual communities. Tanzania is estimated to 
have about 150 spoken languages (Tibategeza, 2010), while 
Ghana is documented to possess approximately 73 indigenous 
languages (Eberhard et al., 2023). This multilingual situation has 
a signifi cant impact on educational, political, socio-economic, 
and cultural decisions (Batibo, 2005), and continues to pose 
challenges in determining national and offi  cial languages. To 
overcome this linguistic challenge, most African countries adopt 
a former colonial language as a neutral choice (Batibo, 2005). 
Such is the reality of Ghana, which has adopted English as its 
offi  cial language, while local languages, such as Akan, Ga, and 
Ewe, remain dominant languages used in informal domains. 
Additionally, Pidgin English continues to gain popularity, 
particularly among the youth (Dako, 2011; Huber, 1999). The 
country offi  cially recognises 9 indigenous languages used 
in public schools (Akan, Dagaare, Ewe, Dangme, Dagbani, 
Ga, Gonja, Kasem, and Nzema). Currently, Ghana operates 
a language-in-education policy, which stipulates that a local 
language be used for lower primary (P1-P3) education, while 
English is taught as a subject. English is the language of 
instruction from the upper grade to the tertiary levels (Owu-
Ewie & Eshun, 2015; Agyeman & Ansah, 2025).
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Tanzania presents a contrasting linguistic scenario, shaped by 
deliberate post-independence planning. Despite the presence of 
Ethnic Community Languages (ECLs) such as Sukuma, Chaga, 
Masai, Haya, and Zaramo, Swahili operates as both the national 
(a symbol of national identity and interethnic communication) 
and offi  cial language (the language of government and formal 
administration), while English remains the second offi  cial 
language (Batibo, 2005). Promoted vigorously under Julius 
Nyerere’s nation-building project, Swahili has become a key 
marker of Tanzanian identity and unity (Petzell, 2012). The 
current language-in-education policy designates Swahili as the 
language of instruction in primary education, with English as 
a compulsory subject at this level. English is the language of 
instruction at the secondary and post-secondary schools (Shank 
Lauwo, 2022). The Ethnic Community Languages (ECLs), 
which serve as the primary means of communication in most 
communities, are not recognised in the current language policy. 
Unlike English, which was introduced through colonial rule, 
Swahili is an indigenous African language that originated 
on the East African coast and subsequently spread inland to 
become Tanzania’s national and offi  cial language. Thus, the 
sociolinguistic profi le of Tanzania refl ects linguistic pluralism 
underpinned by a strong Swahili identity, alongside the 
dominance of English in education and the economy. 
 The broader linguistic confi gurations of these two 
countries are clearly refl ected in the linguistic situations of 
Accra and Dar es Salaam, the respective capitals of Ghana and 
Tanzania. As the principal urban and economic hubs, these cities 
serve as microcosms of national language practices. Accra is 
a linguistically fl uid space where indigenous languages such 
as Akan, Ewe, Ga, and Dagbani coexist with English. As the 
offi  cial language, English is used in offi  cial domains. Although 
Accra is the home of the Ga people, “Akan...has become the 
lingua franca in Accra” (Dakubu, 2005, p. 52). In addition to 
its use in interpersonal communication, Akan gains dominance 
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in the media and advertising spaces (Essegbey, 2009). Ga and 
other local languages such as Ewe, Dagbani and Builsa maintain 
varying degrees of vitality largely within family, community, and 
ethnically defi ned domains. Similarly, the linguistic practices in 
Dar es Salaam refl ect the national language policy of Tanzania, 
where Swahili operates as the default language of interaction 
across ethnic and social groups. Despite its signifi cance in offi  cial 
domains, English remains less visible in daily communication, 
as in the case of Accra. 
 In general, the languages of Accra and Dar es Salaam 
refl ect the broader sociolinguistic orientations of their respective 
countries. Ghana is characterized by overlaps between English 
and local languages, and Tanzania by the presence of a unifying 
infl uence of Swahili in the city and in general life. These 
diff erences have signifi cant implications for the visibility, 
vitality, and communicative functions of indigenous languages 
in public spaces. 

3. Theoretical framework
This study adopts the Ethnolinguistic Vitality Theory (EVT) 
(Giles, Bourhis, & Taylor, 1977) to examine the visibility of 
indigenous languages in the public signage of Accra and Dar 
es Salaam, and to interpret what these patterns reveal about 
their relative status within the LL of both cities. The theory 
conceptualises vitality as the extent to which a language group 
(speech community) can function as a distinct dynamic collective 
entity in intergroup relations (Giles et. al. 1977).  The Theory 
is centred around three main variables that infl uence language 
vitality: status, demography, and institutional support. Status 
involves the social, economic, historical, and linguistic standing 
of a language group within a community.  Demography refers 
to the demographic traits of a group, such as its population size, 
distribution, birthrate, and immigration patterns. Institutional 
support refers to the support a language receives in various 
societal institutions, such as politics, the media, education, 
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culture, and religion. EVT further posits that the combined 
strength of these dimensions determines whether a language 
group exhibits low, medium, or high vitality, thereby shaping its 
prospects for maintenance or shift in multilingual settings.
 Although EVT comprises three dimensions, this study 
focuses specifi cally on the status dimension, operationalising 
vitality through the visibility of indigenous languages on 
public signage in Accra and Dar es Salaam. Greater visibility 
is interpreted as stronger vitality, while limited or absent 
representation suggests weaker vitality. In addition, Linguistic 
Landscape Theory (Landry & Bourhis, 1997) is used as a 
complementary framework to analyse language visibility in 
public space, allowing for a combined assessment of both the 
presence and functional use of indigenous languages in the two 
cities.

4. Methodology
To provide empirical grounding for interpretive analysis, this 
study adopts a primarily qualitative approach, supplemented 
by a quantitative description of language frequencies. The 
research settings are Accra and Dar es Salaam, selected for 
their cosmopolitan, multilingual profi les, rich LL, and distinct 
colonial histories, which together provide a relevant context for 
examining how urbanisation, language policies, and community 
practices shape the visibility, status, and vitality of indigenous 
languages. In this study, indigenous languages refer to locally 
rooted languages such as Akan in Accra and Swahili in Dar 
es Salaam, excluding global lingua francas such as English. 
Data were collected from March to May 2025 through fi eld 
observation and photographic documentation of signage in 
marketplaces, transport hubs, commercial districts, and shopping 
centres. To capture a broad spectrum of language use, the signs 
were collected using a stratifi ed sampling method. This method 
was adopted to ensure proportional representation of diff erent 
categories of signs and to reduce sampling bias in the selection 
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process. The unit of analysis was fi xed outdoor advertising 
signage, including billboards, posters, banners, and shop signs.  
A total of 420 signs were analysed (223 from Accra; 197 from 
Dar es Salaam). All signs were located in publicly accessible 
spaces, and no personal data or identifi able individuals were 
recorded, thereby minimising ethical concerns.
 After data collection, three criteria were used to classify 
the signs. First, they were categorized into monolingual, 
bilingual, and multilingual based on their linguistic composition. 
This classifi cation was necessary to determine the level of 
linguistic autonomy given to indigenous languages on the 
signs, which may have implications for their status. Language 
identifi cation was based on lexical and orthographic features, 
with mixed cases coded according to dominant language use. To 
determine the type of advertisements that employed indigenous 
languages and their distribution across diff erent commercial 
domains, the second classifi cation was based on the nature of 
the products or services being advertised (see Table 1). The 
third classifi cation was based on the communicative functions 
of indigenous languages on the signs. This was achieved using 
thematic analysis, which involved an iterative coding process, 
where initial codes were generated and then grouped into higher-
order themes through constant comparison, resulting in the 
identifi cation of twelve themes. To evaluate relative visibility, 
frequencies and percentages of monolingual and bilingual 
signs were calculated. Descriptive statistics were further used 
to compare the distribution of indigenous language use across 
advertising categories, identifying domains in which such 
languages are more or less prominent.

5. Findings and discussions
This section is structured into two parts according to the study’s 
research questions. The fi rst section addresses research question 
1, while the second focuses on research question 2.
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  5.1 The extent to which the visibility of indigenous languages 

in the public signage of Accra and Dar es Salaam refl ect their 

status in the linguistic landscapes of both cities
This part examines two interconnected themes: the visibility and 
status of indigenous languages in the LL of Accra and Dar es 
Salaam. It assesses the frequency with which these languages 
appear in public signage and the patterns of marginalisation or 
exclusion from visibility. Table 1 presents the distribution of 
languages across the analysed signs.

Table 1: Language distribution on the various signage

 CITY TT DESCRIP. LANGUAGES FREQ. TT %

Accra 223

Monolingual English only 166 166 74.44%

Bilingual
English & Akan 53

56 25.11%English & Pidg. 
Eng.

3

Multilingual Pidg. Eng, Akan 
& Eng

1 1 0.45%

Dar es 
Salaam 197

Monolingual
English only 69

114 57.87%Swahili only 36

Chinese only 9

Bilingual Swahili & 
English

83 83 42.13%

GRAND TOTAL 420 100%

As Table 1 illustrates, English, Akan, and Pidgin English were 
the only languages discovered on the signs in Accra. Consistent 
with previous studies in Ghana (Akuamah, 2022; Gyasi et. 
al., 2023; Boamah-Boateng & Anderson, 2024), English had 
overwhelming dominance in Accra, with 166 monolingual 
signs all exclusively in English. This dominance refl ects what 
Bourdieu (1991) describes as “hierarchised linguistic markets,” 
where global languages accumulate high symbolic capital in 
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public spaces. This dominance of English not only highlights its 
prominent role in the public and commercial spheres in Accra but 
also indicates its prestige and institutional centrality in Ghana. 
There were no monolingual signs in any indigenous language. 
This absence is sociolinguistically signifi cant, as it indicates 
that indigenous languages lack autonomous visibility in formal 
commercial signage. The bilingual signs present a more diverse 
picture. A total of 56 bilingual signs and 1 multilingual sign were 
identifi ed in Accra. These signs displayed three distinct language 
combinations: English and Akan (20), English and Pidgin 
English (1), and Pidgin English, Akan, and English, indicating 
that English was featured on all 223 signs. This reinforces the 
idea that English operates as a ‘gatekeeper language’ through 
which other languages must pass to achieve public visibility.
 To some extent, the combination of English and Akan 
indicates some degree of integration of the indigenous language. 
However, this integration is not symmetrical but hierarchical. 
The occurrence of Akan was limited, and despite the multiplicity 
of indigenous languages spoken in Accra, Akan was the only 
local language recorded on the signs. This limited presence 
of Indigenous languages highlights a signifi cant linguistic 
imbalance in favour of English, which suggests its high status 
and widespread use in Accra. This pattern may be interpreted 
as a form of ‘tokenistic inclusion’, where indigenous languages 
are present but not functionally autonomous. The marginal 
representation of Pidgin English further illustrates the restricted 
presence of non-standard or hybrid linguistic forms in formal 
advertising spaces. 
 The combination of Akan and English on these signs 
indicates a constrained communicative function of Akan, 
within the LL. In terms of indexicality, Akan indexes cultural 
authenticity and local identity but not full communicative 
authority. In fact, on most of these signs, the Akan expressions 
have English alternatives that translate these expressions. 
This indicates that Akan is rarely deployed as an autonomous 
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medium of communication in formal public signage. In this 
regard, it exhibits a form of dependent or moderate vitality, 
where its presence is visible but functionally constrained by the 
dominance of English. This observation aligns with the fi ndings 
of Boamah-Boateng and Anderson (2024) in religious contexts 
in Accra, where Akan was reported to play a supplementary role 
rather than serving as an independent medium of communication. 
The comparative signifi cance here is that across diff erent 
domains (religious vs commercial), Akan consistently occupies 
a secondary position relative to English. The observation also 
places English as having a higher status than the indigenous 
languages. Figure 1 illustrates this point.

Figure 1 is a bilingual English-Akan sign. The Akan expression 
“Ena Pa” (Good Mother) is the brand name,  functioning as an 
attention-grabber. This is followed by the words “oyede soko 
soko” which is supposed to advertise the product’s superior taste. 
Below this expression is the English translation “Very tasty”. 
Although Akan is given visual prominence through colour, 
font size, and frequency, the inclusion of English provides an 
additional layer of semantic accessibility for a wider audience. 

Figure 1: A bilingual sign featuring Akan and English



Legon Journal of the Humanities 37.1 (2026) Page   14

Anderson, J. A., Dzahene-Quarshie, J. & Boamah-Boateng, D./A linguistic landscape of advertising billboards

This suggests that English may function as an interpretive 
support code, particularly for readers who may not understand 
Akan. The reliance on English translation indicates that Akan 
is not consistently used as a fully autonomous communicative 
medium in formal signage, but rather operates alongside English 
in a complementary role. 
 While the presence of Akan signals its cultural and 
commercial relevance, its reliance on English for broader 
accessibility suggests a limited functional role in the LL. Its 
vitality is therefore largely symbolic rather than structurally 
autonomous. Nevertheless, Akan is the only indigenous language 
consistently represented on the signage, indicating its relative 
commercial viability and wider recognition in Accra compared 
to other local languages. This points to a hierarchy among 
indigenous languages, where some enjoy greater marketability 
and visibility than others. Consequently, languages such as 
Ga, Ewe, Krobo, and Gonja appear to receive less institutional 
support and public recognition, while Akan’s prominence 
refl ects its comparatively stronger status and higher likelihood 
of maintenance within the urban LL.
 Like Accra, Dar es Salaam features Swahili, English, 
and Chinese in its LL. However, unlike Accra, it refl ects a form 
of functional bilingualism with strong indigenous dominance. 
English appears on 69 monolingual signs and all bilingual signs, 
but Swahili is also highly visible, appearing on 36 monolingual 
and 83 bilingual signs. This balance refl ects Tanzania’s strong 
language policy, where Swahili is institutionally embedded 
and widely used in public communication. Its prominence 
signals institutional legitimacy, symbolic capital, and everyday 
communicative value, while the presence of Chinese introduces 
a transnational economic dimension. The higher visibility 
of Swahili compared to Akan in Accra can be explained by 
diff erences in language policy. Swahili functions as both the 
national and offi  cial language of Tanzania and is strongly 
institutionalised across governance, education, media, and 
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public administration, enabling its autonomous use in signage. 
This may be interpreted as refl ecting a relatively successful 
endoglossic language policy. In contrast, although Ghanaian 
languages such as Akan receive some institutional support, this 
is limited and does not extend consistently to formal commercial 
signage, resulting in lower visibility in the LL. This contrast 
highlights the central role of state policy and institutional support 
in shaping indigenous language vitality.
 The data further show that Swahili demonstrates a high 
degree of linguistic independence, enabling it to express a wide 
range of concepts without reliance on English, unlike Akan, 
which more frequently appears alongside English in bilingual 
formats. This functional independence helps explain the high 
number of monolingual Swahili signs in Dar es Salaam. Figures 
2 and 3 illustrate this point.

Figure 2: A Swahili-monolingual sign
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Figure 2 is a monolingual-Swahili advertisement for a roofi ng 
sheet company. The company name, KiBOKO, is followed by 
phrases such as “MABATI YA RANGI” (coloured galvanised 
roofi ng sheets), “FIKIRIA MABATI, FIKIRIA KIBOKO” (think 
roofi ng sheets, think Kiboko), and “Imetengenezwa Tanzania 
na watanzania” (manufactured in Tanzania by Tanzanians). 
Although such advertisements often include English technical 
terms like “galvanised roofi ng sheets,” this sign is entirely in 
Swahili. Similarly, Figure 3 is a Swahili–English bilingual sign 
for a hospital. Apart from the hospital name and a few English 
glosses in parentheses (e.g., minor and major injury, cleft lip and 
palate, maternity), the main content is in Swahili. Phrases such 
as “Huduma zinazotolewa” (services off ered), “Wagonjwa wa 
nje” (outpatients), and “Ushauri nasaha, upimaji wa VVU na 
matibabu” (counselling, HIV testing, and treatment) demonstrate 
Swahili’s strong functional capacity, including in specialised 
medical domains. This refl ects Swahili’s ability to function as a 
primary code, with English playing only a supporting role, even 
in technical contexts where African indigenous languages are 

Figure 3: A Swahili-English bilingual sign
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often perceived as limited. This pattern contrasts with Accra, where Akan 
expressions are more frequently dependent on English translations for 
semantic clarity.
 To further examine the visibility of indigenous languages on the 
signs, the categories of billboards in Accra and Dar es Salaam featuring 
indigenous languages were analysed. The distribution of Akan and 
Swahili across these advertising domains provides further insight into 
the diff ering roles and visibility of indigenous languages in the LL of 
both cities. Table 2 illustrates these patterns.

Table 2: Distribution of billboard categories featuring indigenous 
languages 

 

Category

Accra Akan D. Salaam Swahili

Fre (%) Fre (%) Fre  (%) Fre %

Consumer Goods 37 16.59 9 16.67 32 16.24 19 15.97

Food & Beverages 34 15.25 18 33.33 23 11.68 17 14.29

Telecommunication 28 12.56 6 11.11 21 10.66 15 12.61

Corporate & Com. Ser 26 11.66 7 12.96 39 19.80 23 19.33

Religions & Rel.  Act. 22 9.87 3 5.56 13 6.60 7 5.88

Fashion & Beauty 19 8.52 4 7.41 10 5.08 5 4.20

Entertainment & Leis. 16 7.17 3 5.56 15 7.61 9 7.56

Health & Wellness 13 5.83 2 3.70 16 8.12 12 10.08

Electronics & H. App 11 4.93 1 1.85 8 4.06 3 2.52

Real Estate & Const. 9 4.04 1 1.85 10 5.08 6 5.04

Automotive & Transp. 5 2.24 0 0.00 6 3.05 2 1.68

Chemicals 3 1.35 0 0.00 4 2.03 1 0.84

TOTAL 223 100% 54 100% 197 100% 119 100%

As Table 2 shows, billboards in Accra and Dar es Salaam span a range of 
advertising domains, refl ecting the commercial diversity of both cities. 
The distribution of Akan and Swahili across these domains reveals notable 
diff erences in language use. In Accra, Akan is mainly used in food and 
beverages (33.33%), followed by consumer goods (16.67%), corporate 
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and commercial services (12.96%), and telecommunications 
(11.11%). Nevertheless, sectors such as automotive, chemicals, 
and professional services are largely absent. This suggests that 
Akan is primarily associated with everyday, community-oriented 
advertising rather than specialised or elite markets. By contrast, 
Swahili shows a more balanced spread across categories. While it 
is most prominent in corporate and commercial services (19.3%), 
consumer goods (16.0%), and food and beverages (14.3%), 
it also appears in health and wellness (10.1%), entertainment 
(7.6%), and real estate (5.0%). This wider distribution refl ects 
both institutional support for Swahili and its extended functional 
role in commercial and public service communication.
 A comparative analysis of signage in Accra and Dar es 
Salaam reveals clear diff erences in the visibility and status of 
indigenous languages. In Accra, indigenous languages, though 
widely used in everyday interaction, rarely appear on billboards, 
reinforcing their marginalised position. English dominates the 
LL, refl ecting its entrenched role in formal communication, 
commerce, and governance. In contrast, Dar es Salaam presents 
a more inclusive LL, where both Swahili and English are 
prominently displayed, indicating greater linguistic balance. 
This contrast refl ects broader diff erences in national language 
policies and sociolinguistic orientations. Tanzania’s long-
standing policy of promoting Swahili as a national and unifying 
language has led to its strong institutionalisation across education, 
government, and commerce, a reality that is clearly refl ected 
in public signage. In Ghana, however, near-exclusive reliance 
on English on the signs and the limited institutional support 
for indigenous languages such as Akan have resulted in their 
reduced visibility in formal advertising spaces. This reinforces 
a linguistic hierarchy that privileges colonial languages over 
indigenous ones, contributing to the continued marginalisation 
of local languages in the urban linguistic landscape.
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5.2 Communicative functions of indigenous languages on 

public signage in Accra and Dar es Salaam
On advertising signs, languages have several communicative 
functions. In their seminal work, Landry and Bourhis (1997) 
identifi ed informational and symbolic functions of LL. In 
addition to these functions, Guo and Zhao (2021) discovered 
economic, cultural and beautifi cation functions. The data show 
that indigenous languages on signs displayed in Accra and Dar 
es Salaam perform other communicative functions besides what 
has already been identifi ed. These functions are presented in 
Table 3. 

Table 3: Communicative functions of Swahili and Akan

 
CATEGORY

Swahili Akan

Freq. Per (%) Freq. Per (%)

Quality & Endorsement 17 14.29% 21 38.89%

Convenience, Aff ordability 
& Ease of Access

16 13.45% 13 24.07%

Royalty, Prestige, Status & 
Financial Success

14 11.76% 10 18.52%

Religious & Spiritual 
Expressions

13 10.92%% 8 14.81%

Celebration & Happiness 13 10.92% 2 3.70%

Professional & Specialized 
Services

12 10.08% 0 0.00%

Security & Protection 15 12.61% 0 0.00%

Call to Action & 
Engagement 

14 11.76% 0 0.00%

Appreciation 05 4.2% 0 0.00%

TOTAL 119 100% 54 100%

The data highlights signifi cant diff erences in the functional 
roles of Akan and Swahili on billboards in Accra and Dar es 
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Salaam. Swahili is represented across all eight categories, 
indicating a broad communicative function that extends beyond 
marketing into public information dissemination. Its presence in 
domains such as Security and Protection (12.61%), Professional 
and Specialized Services (10.08%), and Call to Action and 
Engagement (11.76%) shows that it operates as both a persuasive 
and informational medium. In contrast, Akan occupies a more 
restrictive and specialized role on the signs, with Quality 
and Endorsement (38.89%), Convenience and Aff ordability 
(24.07%), Royalty and Prestige (18.52%), and Religious and 
Spiritual Expressions (14.81%) being the highest frequencies. 
 Unlike Swahili, Akan is completely absent from 
Professional and Specialized Services, Security and Protection, 
Call to Action, and Appreciation categories, suggesting a more 
limited role focused on branding, trust, and symbolic appeal. 
This fi nding supports the view that Swahili’s wider functional 
distribution refl ects its stronger ethnolinguistic vitality and 
institutional support. A more detailed analysis of the data is 
provided below. Although Akan appears in fi ve communicative 
functions, only four are consistently recurrent and comparable 
across both contexts. The discussion, therefore, focuses on these 
four shared domains to ensure analytical focus and balance 
between the two cities. 

5.2.1 Quality and endorsement
The quality and endorsement theme highlights the use of 
indigenous languages by advertisers to emphasize product 
excellence, reliability, and authenticity to enhance consumer 
trust. This theme ranked second in Accra and highest in Dar es 
Salaam, suggesting that advertisers recognize the importance 
of quality assurance in infl uencing purchasing decisions. The 
use of Akan and Swahili expressions also enables advertisers to 
connect with local audiences more personally, reinforcing the 
cultural relevance and credibility of the products and services 
advertised. Figures 4 and 5 illustrate this theme. 
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Figure 4 presents a billboard advertisement for Polytank, 
one of Ghana’s leading water storage companies. The main 
message, Papa no ankasa (“the real quality”), is presented in a 
large font that immediately catches readers’ attention, and it is 
strategically placed to accentuate the brand’s superior quality, 
reliability, and authenticity. The choice of an Akan expression is 
deliberate and culturally signifi cant. As one of the most widely 
spoken languages in Ghana, Akan enhances the accessibility 
and relatability of the message for local audiences. The phrase 

Figure 5: A Swahili-English bilingual sign

Figure 4: An Akan-English bilingual sign 
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Papa no ankasa carries strong evaluative force, functioning as 
an endorsement that frames the product as superior within its 
category. Such culturally grounded expressions often infl uence 
consumer perception by aligning with familiar patterns of trust 
and recommendation in the Ghanaian context. The inclusion 
of the English phrase “Your No. 1 choice” further extends the 
advertisement’s reach to non-Akan speakers while reinforcing 
the brand’s positioning in a competitive market. This bilingual 
strategy combines local cultural appeal with broader market 
accessibility, strengthening the overall persuasive impact of the 
advertisement.
 Figure 5 is an advertisement for a motorcycle brand 
(Hunter 125). On this Swahili-English bilingual sign, Swahili 
functions as a powerful tool for quality promotion, using both 
linguistic and graphic methods to emphasize the superior 
attributes of the product. The description Ubora Zaidi, Mishe 
Zaidi (Best Quality, More Errands) is accorded visual prominence 
in bold red font and capital letters. This makes quality the fi rst 
expression that the advertisement is identifi ed with. Other 
descriptors, such as Siti Refu na Pana Zaidi (longer and wider 
seat), and Huduma na Spea zinapatikana nchi nzima (services 
and spare parts available nationwide), off er tangible promises 
of longevity, comfort, and accessibility, which are major aspects 
in consumer decision-making. Despite the sign’s bilingual 
nature, the prominence of Swahili emphasizes its ethnolinguistic 
vitality in commercial communication, affi  rming both market 
confi dence and cultural appeal. Its use guarantees authenticity, 
reliability, and strong commercial appeal. 

5.2.2 Convenience, aff ordability, and ease of access
In addition to signalling quality and endorsement, Akan and 
Swahili are used to convey convenience and aff ordability. 
Advertisers draw on these languages to present products and 
services as accessible and responsive to everyday consumer 
needs. In a consumer-driven economy, such linguistic choices 
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enhance relatability and strengthen the connection between 
brands and their target audiences. Figure 6, a Hollard Insurance 
Company billboard from Accra, illustrates this strategy.

Typical of signage in Accra communicating this theme, Fig. 6 
employs code-switching through a creative blend of Akan (ɛyɛ-it 
is) and English (tooo eaazy). Akan provides the sentence structure, 
whereas English is strategically positioned to emphasize the 
main attribute “tooo eaazy”. This pattern indicates that Akan 
serves as the communicative medium, which ensures familiarity 
and relatability for the local audience, while English reinforces 
the intended message of the sign, with a sense of modernity 
and commercial appeal. The phrase “ɛyɛ tooo easy” expresses 
extreme ease, indicating that the advertised item requires 
minimal eff ort or diffi  culty. The modifi cation of ‘easy’ and 
‘too’ to ‘eaazy’ and ‘tooo’ refl ects both elongation and stylistic 
creativity, which visually and phonetically stretch the words to 
mimic speech emphasis and serve as an attention-grabber. This 
sign demonstrates how the fusion of Akan and English serves a 
dual function: Akan ensures cultural and linguistic relatability, 
while English enhances promotional appeal. 

Figure 6: An Akan-English bilingual sign 
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Figure 7 presents an advertisement from Assemble Insurance, 
a Dar es Salaam-based insurance company. The fi rst Swahili 
expression on this Swahili-English bilingual sign, “Mizigo yako 
inakufi kia salama” (your cargo reaches you safely), is presented 
in bold, large red font, which enhances saliency. The phrase 
immediately sets the tone for consumer confi dence as the service 
is framed as reliable and stress-free. This reassures consumers 
about the company’s reliability. 

The expression “Ukiwa na Bima ya usafi rishaji wa mizigo kutoka 
Assemble Insurance” (if you have cargo transport insurance 
from Assemble Insurance) subtly positions insurance not as a 
complicated fi nancial product but as an accessible, aff ordable, 
cost-eff ective, and essential product. Accessibility is further 
enhanced with a direct call to action using the words “Kwa 
mahitaji yako bima, piga namba” (For your insurance needs, call 
0768 983 800), which provides clear contact information in a 
familiar language and reduces any linguistic barrier. Structuring 
the message around assurance, simplicity, and direct engagement 
presents insurance as a service that is both essential and readily 
available. Such presentations reinforce the practical role of 
Swahili in commercial communication. 

Figure 7: A Swahili-monolingual sign conveying the quality 
and endorsement theme
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5.2.3 Royalty, prestige, status, fi nancial success and spirituality 
Language is not only a communicative tool but also a marker of 
identity, aspiration, and social positioning. In advertising, Akan 
and Swahili are strategically deployed to project both wealth and 
religious meaning, associating products with prestige, elevated 
status, and divine legitimacy. This dual framing reinforces the 
idea that consumption can signal both upward social mobility, 
authenticity and moral or spiritual endorsement. As Mbiti (1969, 
pp.1) observes, religion permeates all aspects of African life, 
and this extends into commercial discourse, where indigenous 
languages are used to evoke faith, divine authority, and moral 
assurance alongside notions of affl  uence. Figures 8, 9, and 10 
illustrate this interplay, showing how Akan and Swahili construct 
meanings of wealth, status, and spirituality in advertising.

. 

Figure 8 is an advertisement for a phone and repair centre named 
“Odehyeɛ ba” (royal child/royalty). The Akan expression evokes 
nobility, exclusivity, and prestige, strategically positioning the 
business as one associated with superior and high-quality services. 
Far from incidental, this naming shapes consumer perception by 
framing the company as off ering not just technical services but 
an experience of excellence and status. In a competitive mobile 
technology market, the term functions as a branding device 
that links the business to dignity and distinction. This cultural 

Figure 8: An Akan-English bilingual sign
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framing is complemented by the English phrase “phones and 
repairs centre,” which clarifi es the service off ered and extends 
accessibility. The sign, therefore, blends local cultural prestige 
with global commercial modernity.

Figure 9: An Akan-English bilingual sign conveying the religious 
expression theme

Figure 10: A monolingual-Swahili sign communicating the 
religious expression theme
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Figure 9 presents a Cerelac baby food advertisement in which the 
Akan phrase “ONYAME TUMI SO” (God’s power is supreme) 
is foregrounded in bold red capitals, immediately capturing 
attention. Beyond simple endorsement, the phrase situates the 
product within a discourse of divine authority, implying that it is 
not only nutritionally benefi cial but also spiritually sanctioned. 
In the Ghanaian context, such framing enhances trust by aligning 
consumption with widely shared religious beliefs, refl ecting how 
faith permeates everyday commercial interactions. Figure 10 is 
a Swahili-monolingual billboard from Dar es Salaam,  featuring 
the message “Tunasherehekea kuzaliwa kwa Yesu Kristo 
Aliyetuokoa” (Celebrating the birth of Jesus Christ who saved 
us). The phrase “Yesu Kristo Aliyetuokoa” functions as both a 
declaration of faith and a public testimony, while the reference 
to “Mathayo” (Matthew) lends scriptural authority. Collectively, 
these signs illustrate how religious discourse extends into public 
space, where it expresses faith, identity, and community, and 
transforms the LL into a site of shared spiritual belonging.

6. Conclusion 
This study examined the visibility and communicative functions 
of indigenous languages in advertising billboards of Accra and 
Dar es Salaam, off ering insight into the socio-political dynamics 
shaping language use in Ghana and Tanzania. The study highlights 
key diff erences in the functions of indigenous languages in 
public and commercial spaces across these two cities. In Accra, 
billboards are dominated by English, reinforcing its role as the 
primary language of commerce and formal communication. The 
limited presence of Akan and the exclusion of other Ghanaian 
languages indicate the marginalisation of indigenous linguistic 
identities and their confi nement to largely symbolic and private 
domains. This pattern refl ects a low level of functional and 
institutional vitality for indigenous languages in formal urban 
spaces. In contrast, Dar es Salaam exhibits a more balanced LL in 
which Swahili and English coexist, with Swahili demonstrating 
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strong functional autonomy across monolingual and bilingual 
signage. Its extensive public use underscores its status as a fully 
institutionalised national language with high ethnolinguistic 
vitality and broad communicative reach.
 The divergence between Akan and Swahili refl ects 
diff erences in language policy, institutional support, and varying 
degrees of ethnolinguistic vitality of these two languages. 
Tanzania has a longstanding language policy that has actively 
promoted Swahili as a unifying and institutionally supported 
communication medium. Nevertheless, while the promotion 
of Swahili refl ects successful language planning and national 
cohesion, it has also resulted in the marginalization of Ethnic 
Community Languages. This reveals a critical paradox in 
language policy, strengthening of one indigenous language may 
occur at the expense of others. In contrast, Ghana operates a 
language policy that limits the institutionalisation of local 
languages beyond formal interactions, whereas English continues 
to become the dominant language of prestige. This has resulted in 
a hierarchised linguistic market in which indigenous languages 
possess symbolic value but limited functional authority in public 
communication. This contrast highlights how language policy 
and national attitudes infl uence the visibility and functional 
signifi cance of indigenous languages in public spaces. 
 The fi ndings have important implications for language 
policy, advertising strategies, and the broader discourse 
on linguistic vitality in urban settings. For advertisers in 
Ghana, the fi ndings indicate that Akan is most eff ective when 
targeting consumer familiarity, cultural identity, and brand 
loyalty. However, over-reliance on symbolic functions may 
limit its expansion into higher-value commercial domains 
such as professional services and technical communication. 
In Tanzania, Swahili’s functional versatility enables its use 
across commercial and service sectors, demonstrating how 
high ethnolinguistic vitality supports both persuasive and 
informational communication. As Gorter, Marten and Van 
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Mensel (2019) observe, language policy is central to shaping the 
visibility of minority languages in the LL. This study, therefore, 
underscores the need for multilingual states such as Ghana to 
strengthen the institutional presence of indigenous languages 
in public communication, media, and education. Key measures 
include expanding their use in formal commercial signage, 
developing standardised technical and professional terminology, 
and encouraging businesses to move beyond symbolic branding 
toward sustained functional integration.
 The study draws on Ethnolinguistic Vitality Theory by 
extending its focus on the status dimension to linguistic visibility 
in urban billboards and signage. It argues that functional 
distribution across domains, alongside visibility in the LL, 
provides a key empirical lens for assessing diff erential language 
status. In this sense, visibility is not merely a refl ection of 
linguistic preference but an index of underlying power relations, 
ideological orientations, and constructions of modernity in urban 
space.

In conclusion, the fi ndings raise broader questions about 
the future of indigenous languages in urban Africa. As 
globalization and economic modernization continue to shape 
linguistic practices, the future of indigenous languages in public 
communication will depend on policy support, commercial 
incentives, and shifting cultural attitudes within increasingly 
multilingual urban spaces. If indigenous languages are to gain 
greater prominence in the LL of African cities, stakeholders, 
including government, businesses, and linguistic communities, 
must consider strategies that will promote their visibility, 
standardization, and functional expansion. The divergent 
realities of Accra and Dar es Salaam illustrate both the 
constraints and possibilities of indigenous language visibility, 
showing that linguistic outcomes are shaped by institutional 
choices and societal values. These fi ndings highlight the 
importance of sustained language planning eff orts aimed 
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at expanding the public and commercial functions of local 
languages as part of broader goals of linguistic justice and 
inclusive urban development.
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