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Abstract
Advertising regulation in West Africa is characterised by institutional diversity, uneven legislative consolidation, and different combinations of statutory, sectoral, consumer-protection, media-regulatory, and self-regulatory mechanisms. This study compares the regulatory architecture of Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria, The Gambia, and Sierra Leone through qualitative comparative content analysis of ten principal laws, regulations, codes, and official guidelines current to 21 August 2026. The analysis focuses on institutional locus, the existence of advertising-specific legislation, anti-deception and accuracy standards, pre-exposure controls, sector-specific restrictions, enforcement mechanisms, and implications for cross-border advertising. The findings show that Nigeria has the most advertising-specific statutory architecture among the five countries, centred on the Advertising Regulatory Council of Nigeria Act 2022 and the Nigerian Code of Advertising. Ghana operates a sectoral and hybrid framework in which the Food and Drugs Authority, Gaming Commission, other statutory regulators, and industry self-regulation perform complementary functions; its proposed Advertising Bill remained under stakeholder review in 2026. The Gambia addresses advertising principally through consumer-protection law, while Sierra Leone embeds relevant controls within media regulation. Liberia has no identified comprehensive advertising statute; its applicable framework is more indirect, relying principally on the Competition Law of 2016 and related intellectual-property rules. Across the jurisdictions, anti-deception, accuracy, and fair-commercial-practice norms recur, but pre-approval requirements, sectoral restrictions, institutional concentration, and remedies vary materially. The study concludes that formal regulatory architecture should not be equated with enforcement effectiveness and recommends greater transparency of applicable rules, inter-agency coordination, digital-advertising capacity, and regional minimum standards rather than institutional uniformity.
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1. Introduction
Advertising is simultaneously a commercial communication practice and a regulated activity because persuasive claims can affect consumer choice, market competition, public health, and the integrity of media environments. Regulatory systems therefore seek to balance commercial expression with safeguards against deception, unfairness, harmful product promotion, and other forms of consumer injury. The institutional means by which this balance is pursued vary widely. Some jurisdictions concentrate oversight in a dedicated advertising regulator, whereas others distribute responsibility among consumer-protection, media, health, gaming, securities, competition, and professional bodies. Self-regulation may supplement statutory rules, but its effectiveness depends on the relationship between industry authority, legal backstops, accountability, and enforcement capacity (Boddewyn, 1989; Dickinson-Delaporte et al., 2020).
Cross-border and digital advertising increase the practical importance of these institutional differences. International campaigns can be disseminated simultaneously across national markets even though the underlying legal rules remain territorially organised. Prior international advertising research has long shown that regulatory, cultural, and institutional differences constrain complete campaign standardisation and favour varying degrees of localisation (Kanso & Nelson, 2002). Digital advertising has intensified this problem by introducing influencer marketing, personalised advertising, native formats, platform-mediated targeting, and hybrid forms of commercial communication that may not fit older regulatory categories (Campbell & Grimm, 2019; Duivenvoorde & Goanta, 2023). National advertising rules must therefore operate in an environment in which content, advertisers, platforms, and audiences can be geographically dispersed.
The five Anglophone West African countries examined in this study—Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria, The Gambia, and Sierra Leone—share important regional and linguistic connections but differ markedly in regulatory design. Nigeria has enacted advertising-specific legislation and maintains a dedicated national regulator. Ghana regulates important advertising sectors through statutory agencies while industry self-regulation remains relevant, and a comprehensive Advertising Bill was still undergoing stakeholder review in 2026 (Advertising Association of Ghana [AAG], 2026). The Gambia embeds explicit advertising rules within consumer-protection legislation. Sierra Leone's framework places advertising within the wider regulation of media institutions and professional media standards. Liberia's operative framework is less advertising-specific and relies on competition and intellectual-property law rather than a dedicated advertising statute or regulator.
These differences provide a useful setting for comparative regulatory analysis. The purpose of this study is not to rank national systems by presumed effectiveness. Formal legal design, institutional capacity, enforcement practice, and regulatory outcomes are analytically distinct. Rather, the study identifies how advertising oversight is legally and institutionally organised, where common substantive principles exist, where regulatory requirements diverge, and what those differences imply for advertisers operating across the five markets.
2. Problem Statement and Research Questions
The increasing regional circulation of advertising creates compliance challenges where national rules differ in scope, institutional responsibility, approval procedures, and enforcement mechanisms. An advertisement that is permissible or subject only to post-publication review in one jurisdiction may require prior approval, additional disclosures, or sector-specific restrictions in another. The resulting variation can increase compliance costs and create uncertainty for advertisers, agencies, media organisations, and digital intermediaries. At the same time, fragmented or sector-specific governance does not necessarily mean that consumers are unprotected: consumer-protection, competition, public-health, gaming, and media laws can each regulate particular dimensions of advertising. A valid comparison must therefore distinguish the absence of a dedicated advertising statute from the absence of advertising-related legal control.
Comparative scholarship directly mapping these institutional arrangements across Anglophone West Africa remains limited. Existing research more commonly examines international advertising standardisation, advertising self-regulation, digital advertising, or particular regulated products. For example, research on tobacco control in Nigeria demonstrates how product-specific advertising restrictions may develop through public-health legislation independently of general advertising law (Egbe et al., 2019), while recent analysis of gambling advertising in Ghana identifies specific controls and continuing enforcement and digital-governance gaps within a sectoral framework (Badu et al., 2025). A multi-country institutional comparison can therefore clarify both common principles and differences in legal architecture without assuming that a single regulatory model is inherently superior.
The study addresses the following research questions: (1) Which institutions are principally responsible for advertising-related regulation in Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria, The Gambia, and Sierra Leone? (2) To what extent does each jurisdiction possess dedicated advertising legislation rather than sectoral or indirect legal controls? (3) Which substantive advertising principles recur across the selected jurisdictions? (4) How do approval requirements, sector-specific standards, and enforcement mechanisms differ? and (5) What are the implications of these differences for cross-border and international advertising practice in West Africa?
3. Literature Review
3.1 Statutory, Co-regulatory, and Self-regulatory Approaches
Advertising governance is commonly organised through combinations of public regulation and private rule-making. Statutory regulation provides legally binding standards backed by public enforcement, while self-regulation relies on industry-developed codes, complaint systems, professional norms, and reputational sanctions. Boddewyn (1989) emphasised that advertising self-regulation has genuine but limited functions and should be understood in relation to other forms of social control rather than as a universal substitute for law. In contemporary digital environments, the balance of power and responsibility is more complex because platforms, advertisers, agencies, influencers, regulators, and consumers occupy different positions in the advertising ecosystem. Dickinson-Delaporte et al. (2020) show that effective self-regulation increasingly depends on collaboration, aligned standards, credible processes, and institutional responsibility across national and transnational actors.
These observations are relevant to West African systems in which a dedicated advertising regulator may coexist with sectoral regulators, or where advertising is governed indirectly through consumer-protection or media law. A centralised institutional structure can provide a clear point of accountability, but formal centralisation alone does not establish enforcement quality. Conversely, a sectoral structure can produce specialised expertise while also generating coordination costs and gaps between regulatory mandates. The central analytical question is therefore not simply whether regulation is statutory or self-regulatory, but how authority, rules, enforcement, and accountability are distributed.
3.2 Regulatory Governance and Institutional Design
The broader literature on the regulatory state highlights the institutionalisation of rule-making, oversight, delegation, and specialised regulatory bodies as characteristic features of modern governance (Majone, 1994). Thatcher (2002) further demonstrates that delegation to independent or specialised regulatory agencies involves choices about institutional authority, autonomy, accountability, and the relationship between regulators and political institutions. Although these studies emerged largely from European regulatory contexts, their analytical distinction between formal institutional design and practical regulatory operation is useful for comparing advertising governance in countries with different administrative histories and capacities.
For the present study, this perspective supports a cautious institutional classification. A dedicated national advertising regulator represents one possible form of specialisation; distributed sectoral regulation represents another; and consumer-protection, competition, or media law can provide indirect but legally meaningful advertising control. The models are therefore descriptive analytical categories rather than stages in an assumed linear progression from weak to strong regulation.
3.3 Digital Advertising and the Limits of Territorial Regulation
Digital advertising places pressure on nationally bounded regulatory systems because content can be personalised, amplified, and delivered across borders with limited dependence on traditional media gatekeepers. Campbell and Grimm (2019) show that native advertising creates distinctive deception and disclosure problems, while Duivenvoorde and Goanta (2023) demonstrate that influencer marketing, personalised advertising, and hybrid platform advertising can expose fragmentation and future-proofing weaknesses even in comparatively elaborate regulatory systems. Ringold (2023) similarly argues that changes in internet advertising warrant renewed attention to the relationship between consumer scepticism, information environments, and advertising regulation.
These concerns have direct relevance to West Africa. National regulators increasingly face advertising disseminated through global platforms, yet their statutory mandates may have been designed around products, licensed media institutions, or geographically identifiable advertisers. Accordingly, a comparative analysis of existing institutional architecture should pay particular attention to whether regulatory responsibilities are sufficiently clear for digital environments and whether rules are accessible enough to support cross-border compliance.
3.4 Sector-specific Evidence from African Advertising Regulation
Sector-specific research demonstrates why generalisations about national advertising regulation must be made carefully. Tobacco control scholarship has documented how advertising and promotion restrictions can be embedded in public-health law and shaped by industry influence, implementation capacity, and treaty commitments (Gilmore et al., 2015). In Nigeria, Egbe et al. (2019) show that tobacco-control legislation developed through a distinct public-health trajectory, illustrating that advertising governance cannot be understood solely by examining a general advertising statute. In Ghana, Badu et al. (2025) describe the Gaming Commission's gambling-advertising guidelines, including pre-approval, restrictions on misleading claims and celebrity use, age-related safeguards, and responsible-gambling warnings, while also identifying limitations in online coverage and enforcement design. These studies reinforce the need to examine both general and sector-specific instruments.
4. Theoretical and Analytical Framework
The study adopts an institutional regulatory perspective informed by the regulatory-state literature (Majone, 1994; Thatcher, 2002) and advertising self-regulation scholarship (Boddewyn, 1989; Dickinson-Delaporte et al., 2020). Regulatory architecture is treated as a configuration of institutions, legal mandates, procedural controls, substantive standards, and enforcement mechanisms. This approach avoids equating the mere existence of a statute with regulatory effectiveness and permits comparison among different forms of institutional specialisation.
Three descriptive models are used. Model 1, centralised advertising-specific statutory regulation, applies where a dedicated national body derives broad authority from advertising-specific legislation. Model 2, sectoral and hybrid regulation, applies where multiple statutory sector regulators share advertising oversight and may operate alongside industry self-regulation. Model 3, indirect regulation through adjacent legal domains, applies where advertising is governed principally through consumer-protection, media, competition, intellectual-property, or related legislation rather than a comprehensive advertising statute. These categories are not mutually exclusive in every detail; they identify the dominant organisational logic in each jurisdiction.
The comparative analysis uses seven dimensions: (1) principal regulatory institution or institutions; (2) dedicated advertising-specific statutory basis; (3) anti-deception, accuracy, and fair-practice standards; (4) pre-exposure or pre-approval requirements; (5) sector-specific restrictions; (6) enforcement and remedial mechanisms; and (7) implications for cross-border advertising practice. These dimensions provide a transparent basis for assigning jurisdictions to the three descriptive models.
5. Methodology
5.1 Research Design
A qualitative comparative content-analysis design was used to examine advertising-related legal and regulatory instruments in the five selected Anglophone West African countries. Content analysis is appropriate for systematic examination of legal texts, institutional guidelines, and policy documents where the objective is to identify explicit rules and compare recurring categories across documents (Krippendorff, 2019). The design is comparative rather than statistical; the unit of analysis is the regulatory instrument and the provisions within it that bear directly on advertising, marketing communication, misleading representation, media content, or sector-specific promotion.
5.2 Country Selection and Source Corpus
Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria, The Gambia, and Sierra Leone were purposively selected because they are Anglophone West African jurisdictions with sufficiently accessible English-language legal and regulatory materials for direct comparison. The final corpus comprised ten principal operative instruments or current official regulatory publications. Inclusion required that a source: (a) was legally operative or officially current as at 21 August 2026; (b) contained direct advertising provisions or materially governed advertising practice; and (c) was available from an official government/regulator source or a recognised legal repository. Draft legislation was not treated as operative law. This criterion was particularly important for Liberia: the 2014 Protection Against Unfair Competition instrument listed in WTO accession records is explicitly identified as a draft, and WIPO's comparative review reports that it apparently did not become law (World Intellectual Property Organization [WIPO], n.d.; World Trade Organization [WTO], 2014). The Liberian analysis therefore relies on the operative Competition Law of 2016 and the Liberia Intellectual Property Act 2016 rather than the 2014 draft.
Table 1. Principal regulatory corpus used in the comparative analysis
	Country
	Principal instrument/current source
	Year/status
	Primary analytical role

	Nigeria
	Advertising Regulatory Council of Nigeria Act (Act No. 23 of 2022)
	2022; operative
	Dedicated regulator, mandate, enforcement architecture

	Nigeria
	Nigerian Code of Advertising (first edition under the 2022 Act)
	Current ARCON publication
	Content standards and professional practice

	Ghana
	Public Health Act, 2012 (Act 851)
	2012; operative
	Food, drug, tobacco and regulated-product advertising

	Ghana
	FDA Guidelines for Advertisement of Regulated Products
	2023; current guideline
	Approval and content requirements for regulated products

	Ghana
	Gaming Commission Guidelines on Advertisement
	2020; current guideline
	Gambling-advertising approval and content restrictions

	The Gambia
	Consumer Protection Act, 2014
	2014; operative
	False/misleading advertising, burden of proof, consumer remedies

	Sierra Leone
	Independent Media Commission Act, 2020 (Act No. 5 of 2020)
	2020; operative
	Media institutions, registration and regulatory authority

	Sierra Leone
	Independent Media Commission (Print and Electronic Media) Regulations, 2022
	2022; operative
	Accuracy, professional standards and media enforcement

	Liberia
	Competition Law of Liberia
	2016; operative
	Misrepresentation and unfair trade practices

	Liberia
	Liberia Intellectual Property Act, 2016
	2016; operative
	Marks, misleading indications and related commercial protections


5.3 Coding and Comparative Analysis
A coding sheet organised the material around the seven analytical dimensions specified in the framework. The original coding exercise reported intercoder reliability using Holsti's coefficient and yielded a coefficient of 0.83. Consistent with recommendations on intercoder-reliability reporting, the coefficient is treated as an indicator of coding consistency rather than as evidence that the underlying legal sources are substantively valid (Lombard et al., 2002). The analysis therefore gives source verification independent priority: country-level legal propositions were checked against the underlying instruments and current official institutional materials before comparative interpretation.
The analysis proceeded by identifying explicit legal or regulatory provisions within each jurisdiction, grouping them under the predefined dimensions, and comparing similarities and differences across countries. Absence claims were handled conservatively. Where an equivalent rule was not found in the selected corpus, the finding is reported as an absence within the documents examined rather than proof that no such rule exists anywhere in national law. This distinction is particularly important in sectorally regulated environments.
5.4 Source Verification and Use of Generative AI Assistance
Official legislation, regulator websites, and recognised legal repositories were used to verify the status and wording of the primary regulatory sources. Scholarly references used for contextual interpretation were checked against publisher or DOI records. Google NotebookLM was used as a document-organisation and retrieval aid; its outputs were not treated as independent evidence. All legal propositions retained in the manuscript were checked against the underlying primary or official source. This procedure is intended to minimise the risk that automated summaries substitute for legal-source verification.
6. Data Analysis and Findings
6.1 Institutional Bodies Responsible for Advertising Regulation
6.1.1 Nigeria: Centralised Advertising-specific Statutory Regulation
Nigeria presents the clearest case of centralised advertising-specific regulation among the five jurisdictions. The Advertising Regulatory Council of Nigeria (ARCON) is established under Act No. 23 of 2022 as the apex regulatory authority for advertising, advertisements, and marketing communications. ARCON's official description of its statutory mandate includes regulation and control of advertising practice, consumer protection, standard-setting, professional registration, and pre-exposure clearance of advertisements (Advertising Regulatory Council of Nigeria [ARCON], 2022). The institutional architecture is therefore distinctive because advertising is not merely an incidental component of another regulatory mandate; it is the regulator's principal subject matter.
The Nigerian framework is supplemented by the Nigerian Code of Advertising and professional and corporate-practice requirements published by ARCON (ARCON, n.d.). This centralisation does not eliminate sector-specific legislation. Tobacco, health products, financial services, and other sectors may remain subject to additional rules administered by specialist authorities. The appropriate conclusion is therefore that Nigeria possesses a dedicated national advertising layer superimposed on sectoral regulation, not that ARCON is the only public body whose rules can affect advertising.
6.1.2 Ghana: Sectoral and Hybrid Regulation
Ghana's advertising governance is distributed across statutory sector regulators and industry structures. The Food and Drugs Authority (FDA), acting under the Public Health Act 2012, regulates advertising of products within its statutory mandate, including food, medicines, medical devices, cosmetics, household chemicals, tobacco, and related regulated products (Ghana Ministry of Health, 2012; Ghana Food and Drugs Authority [FDA], 2023). The FDA's current advertising guidance requires approval for advertisements of covered regulated products and establishes substantive conditions relating to accuracy, misleading claims, and product status.
The Gaming Commission provides a separate sectoral layer. Its Guidelines on Advertisement require gaming advertisements to be vetted and approved, prohibit misleading content and unsubstantiated claims, prohibit celebrity use, and require responsible-gambling warnings (Gaming Commission of Ghana, 2020). These provisions are consistent with the sector-specific evidence synthesised by Badu et al. (2025). Industry self-regulation through the Advertising Association of Ghana provides an additional professional layer. Ghana therefore fits a sectoral and hybrid model: advertising-related authority is dispersed by subject matter, while professional standards supplement statutory rules.
A comprehensive Advertising Bill has been discussed for many years but had not become operative legislation by the study's cut-off date. In May 2026, the Advertising Association of Ghana reported renewed collaboration with the Ministry of Trade, Agribusiness and Industry and stakeholder review intended to strengthen the Bill, including digital-advertising provisions (AAG, 2026). The study therefore treats the Bill as evidence of an ongoing reform process, not as current law.
6.1.3 The Gambia: Consumer-protection-centred Regulation
The Gambia regulates advertising principally through consumer-protection law. The Gambia Competition and Consumer Protection Commission (GCCPC) is responsible for consumer protection under the Consumer Protection Act 2014, in addition to its competition responsibilities (Gambia Competition and Consumer Protection Commission [GCCPC], n.d.). Section 12 of the Consumer Protection Act contains express advertising provisions and prohibits false or misleading advertising. The legislation also places the burden of proving the truth of advertising statements on the advertiser in specified circumstances (Consumer Protection Act, 2014).
This arrangement differs from Nigeria's because advertising is governed as a subset of consumer-market conduct rather than as an independently regulated profession. Nevertheless, it is not merely implicit regulation: the Act contains deliberate advertising provisions and the GCCPC has publicly treated false or misleading advertisements as enforceable consumer-protection matters. The Gambia is therefore best classified as indirect, consumer-protection-centred advertising regulation with express statutory advertising rules.
6.1.4 Sierra Leone: Media-centred Sectoral Regulation
Sierra Leone places advertising within a wider media-regulatory structure. The Independent Media Commission Act 2020 continues the Independent Media Commission (IMC) and provides for registration and regulation of mass-media institutions. Its statutory definition of media institution expressly encompasses advertising and public-relations services, thereby bringing relevant advertising activities within the media-regulatory field (Independent Media Commission Act, 2020). The subsequent Print and Electronic Media Regulations 2022 establish standards of accuracy, balance, credibility, professional responsibility, and related media conduct (Independent Media Commission [IMC], 2023).
The IMC's contemporary enforcement activity demonstrates that the 2022 regulations remain operational: in 2026 the Commission relied on Regulation 5(1)(a) when ordering retraction and apology for publication of inaccurate information (IMC, 2026). Such evidence establishes active use of the media standards, although it does not demonstrate that every advertising category is comprehensively regulated. Sierra Leone is consequently classified as a media-centred sectoral system rather than as a dedicated advertising-regulatory regime.
6.1.5 Liberia: Competition- and Intellectual-property-centred Indirect Regulation
Liberia's verified legal position differs from accounts based on a purported 2014 Protection Against Unfair Competition Act. WTO accession records identify that instrument as a draft, and WIPO's comparative review states that the draft appears not to have become law (WIPO, n.d.; WTO, 2014). It is therefore inappropriate to treat the 2014 draft as operative Liberian legislation.
The operative framework relevant to misleading commercial representations is instead found principally in Liberia's Competition Law of 2016, administered through the Ministry of Commerce and Industry (Liberia Ministry of Commerce and Industry [MOCI], 2017). Current ministry materials confirm continuing reform efforts aimed at strengthening competition and consumer-protection institutions (MOCI, 2026). The Liberia Intellectual Property Act 2016 provides an additional legal layer concerning marks, misleading indications, and related intellectual-property matters (WIPO, 2016). No comprehensive advertising-specific statute or dedicated advertising regulator was identified within the verified source corpus. Liberia is therefore classified as an indirect system in which relevant advertising conduct is addressed through adjacent commercial-law domains.
6.2 Dedicated Advertising Legislation Across the Five Jurisdictions
The comparison demonstrates a clear difference between advertising-specific statutory consolidation and advertising regulation through adjacent fields. Nigeria alone, among the five countries studied, has a comprehensive national statute whose central purpose is the regulation of advertising, advertisements, and marketing communications. Ghana has extensive sector-specific controls but no operative comprehensive advertising statute as at 21 August 2026. The Gambia has explicit advertising provisions within consumer-protection legislation. Sierra Leone incorporates advertising within the scope of media regulation. Liberia relies more indirectly on competition and intellectual-property law.
This distinction is analytically important because the absence of a dedicated advertising statute should not be conflated with regulatory absence. The Gambia provides a particularly clear example: its Consumer Protection Act expressly addresses advertising despite the absence of a specialised advertising regulator. Similarly, Ghana's public-health and gaming regimes impose meaningful approval and content obligations within defined sectors. The legal question is therefore not simply whether a country has an 'Advertising Act', but which institutions possess authority over particular advertising practices and how those authorities interact.
6.3 Common Principles and Standards
A common normative core can be identified, although the precise legal formulations differ. The strongest recurring principle is the control of false, misleading, inaccurate, or otherwise deceptive commercial communication. Nigeria's regulatory architecture identifies misleading advertising as a core concern of pre-exposure review (ARCON, 2022). Ghana's Public Health Act and FDA guidance prohibit misleading claims for regulated products, while the Gaming Commission requires advertising to be non-misleading and claims to be substantiated (FDA, 2023; Gaming Commission of Ghana, 2020). The Gambia's Consumer Protection Act expressly prohibits false or misleading advertising and allocates evidentiary responsibility to advertisers for relevant claims. Liberia's Competition Law addresses misrepresentation and unfair trade practices. Sierra Leone's media regulations emphasise accuracy and credible information, although their scope is framed through media responsibility rather than a general advertising code.
A second recurring principle is responsibility for the evidentiary basis or accuracy of promotional claims. This principle is strongest where legislation or sectoral guidance explicitly places substantiation obligations on advertisers, as in The Gambia and Ghanaian gaming regulation. In other jurisdictions, the comparable requirement appears through broader duties of truthfulness, accuracy, or non-misrepresentation. The documents therefore support a conclusion of normative convergence around anti-deception and accuracy, but not an assertion that every jurisdiction uses identical substantiation rules or identical standards of decency.
6.4 Differences in Approval, Sectoral Restrictions, and Enforcement
The most operationally significant differences concern when regulatory scrutiny occurs, which products receive specialised treatment, and which remedies are available. Nigeria operates a broad pre-exposure vetting system through ARCON. Ghana uses pre-approval within specific sectors, notably FDA-regulated products and gaming advertisements. The Gambia's consumer-protection framework is principally complaint- and enforcement-oriented rather than a general prior-vetting system. Sierra Leone's media framework is predominantly supervisory and remedial within licensed or registered media activity. Liberia's competition framework is also primarily ex post and commercial-law based.
Sector-specific restrictions further complicate regional standardisation. Ghana's gaming guidelines prohibit celebrity use, require responsible-gambling warnings, and require Commission approval. Public-health regulation also creates specific requirements for regulated products. In Nigeria, general ARCON rules coexist with specialised public-health controls; tobacco regulation illustrates how product-specific advertising rules can develop through a separate statutory trajectory (Egbe et al., 2019). These variations confirm that an international advertiser cannot infer full compliance from conformity with a general national advertising code alone.
Enforcement mechanisms also differ in institutional form. Nigeria has an advertising-specific regulator and specialised enforcement architecture under the ARCON Act. The Gambia uses consumer-protection institutions and tribunals. Sierra Leone relies on the IMC's regulatory and complaints powers within media governance, including corrective remedies such as retractions and apologies. Liberia's current system relies on institutions responsible for competition and related commercial law; the Ministry of Commerce and Industry acknowledged in 2026 that weaknesses in implementation of the 2016 Competition Law had prompted reform efforts toward a stronger competition and consumer-protection authority (MOCI, 2026). This evidence cautions against assuming that formal legal coverage is equivalent to institutional capacity or enforcement intensity.
Table 2. Comparative profile of advertising-regulatory architecture
	Country
	Dominant model
	Dedicated advertising statute?
	Pre-approval in examined corpus
	Principal enforcement locus

	Nigeria
	Centralised advertising-specific
	Yes: ARCON Act 2022
	Broad ARCON pre-exposure vetting
	ARCON and statutory advertising mechanisms

	Ghana
	Sectoral/hybrid
	No comprehensive operative Act
	Yes, in selected regulated sectors
	FDA, Gaming Commission and other sector regulators

	The Gambia
	Consumer-protection-centred indirect
	No
	No general prior-vetting requirement identified
	GCCPC and consumer-protection institutions

	Sierra Leone
	Media-centred sectoral
	No
	No general prior-vetting requirement identified
	Independent Media Commission

	Liberia
	Competition/IP-centred indirect
	No
	No general prior-vetting requirement identified
	Ministry of Commerce and Industry and relevant commercial-law institutions


6.5 Implications for International Advertising Practice
The principal implication for cross-border advertising is that compliance must be mapped by jurisdiction and by sector. A regional campaign cannot safely rely on a single compliance checklist because the institutional entry point, timing of review, evidentiary burden, and product-specific rules differ. This conclusion aligns with the broader international advertising literature, which finds that regulatory and institutional differences constrain complete standardisation (Kanso & Nelson, 2002). Digital distribution makes such localisation more demanding because a campaign may reach several jurisdictions through the same platform while remaining subject to different national legal obligations.
Nigeria requires engagement with a dedicated advertising regulator and general advertising standards in addition to sector-specific law. Ghana requires identification of the competent sector regulator and, for regulated categories such as gaming or FDA-controlled products, compliance with pre-approval and content conditions. The Gambia places particular emphasis on misleading advertising and advertiser responsibility under consumer-protection law. Sierra Leone requires attention to the media-regulatory environment in which advertising is carried. Liberia requires careful analysis of competition and related commercial-law rules rather than reliance on a nonexistent comprehensive advertising act. For multinational advertisers, the practical response is therefore a layered compliance model: regional creative strategy should be combined with jurisdiction-specific legal review and sector-specific clearance where required.
Digital advertising intensifies the need for this approach. Contemporary scholarship shows that influencer, native, personalised, and platform-mediated advertising can create disclosure and accountability problems that older frameworks did not anticipate (Campbell & Grimm, 2019; Duivenvoorde & Goanta, 2023). Ghana's 2026 Advertising Bill review explicitly identified digital advertising as an area requiring updated provisions (AAG, 2026). The same structural issue is relevant across the region: even where anti-deception principles are established, regulators may need clearer rules concerning influencer disclosures, platform responsibilities, cross-border targeting, and digital evidence.
7. Discussion
The findings demonstrate both convergence and divergence in West African advertising governance. Convergence occurs principally at the level of normative objectives: the verified instruments repeatedly seek to prevent misleading or inaccurate communication and to protect fair market conduct or consumer interests. Divergence occurs at the level of institutional architecture, legal consolidation, procedural controls, sectoral scope, and enforcement mechanisms. This distinction is more defensible than a simple hierarchy of 'advanced' and 'underdeveloped' systems because different models can pursue similar regulatory objectives through different institutional arrangements.
Nigeria's framework represents the strongest degree of advertising-specific statutory specialisation among the five countries. From a regulatory-state perspective, this reflects institutional differentiation: advertising is recognised as a domain requiring its own statutory regulator, professional structure, and pre-exposure mechanisms (Majone, 1994; Thatcher, 2002). Such centralisation can improve clarity concerning the principal authority and may facilitate uniform general standards. It can, however, also coexist with overlapping sectoral rules. Centralisation should therefore be understood as an institutional characteristic rather than direct evidence of superior regulatory outcomes.
Ghana illustrates the potential advantages and costs of sectoral specialisation. The FDA and Gaming Commission apply rules tailored to risks associated with particular products and services. Badu et al. (2025), for example, show that Ghana's gambling-advertising guidelines contain detailed responsible-gambling safeguards but also identify limitations concerning online advertising and enforcement. A sectoral system can therefore generate substantive specificity while leaving coordination and coverage questions across sectors. The continuing Advertising Bill process indicates institutional recognition of these coordination and digital-governance concerns (AAG, 2026).
The Gambia demonstrates that indirect regulation need not be vague. Its Consumer Protection Act contains explicit advertising provisions, including rules against false or misleading advertising and a statutory evidentiary burden for relevant claims. The substantive rule is clear even though advertising is not organised as a separate profession under a dedicated advertising act. This finding supports the broader proposition that institutional labels do not by themselves determine the specificity of legal protection.
Sierra Leone's media-centred model similarly reflects the historical association between advertising and regulated media institutions. The IMC framework provides standards concerning accuracy and professional responsibility and has an active complaints and corrective-remedy structure. Nevertheless, contemporary digital advertising can occur outside traditional editorial or licensed-media relationships. The digital-regulation literature suggests that platform-mediated advertising can create accountability gaps where legal obligations are tied primarily to conventional media actors (Dickinson-Delaporte et al., 2020; Duivenvoorde & Goanta, 2023). This does not establish a specific legal gap in every Sierra Leonean digital-advertising context, but it identifies an important area for further doctrinal and enforcement research.
Liberia provides the clearest example of why verification of legal status is essential in comparative regulatory research. Treating the 2014 draft unfair-competition instrument as enacted law would overstate the specificity of Liberia's advertising framework and distort cross-country comparison. Once the operative 2016 Competition Law is used, Liberia is more accurately understood as a system in which misleading commercial conduct is addressed within general competition and unfair-trade principles. Current government acknowledgement of enforcement weaknesses and proposed institutional reform further indicates that legal existence and regulatory capacity must be evaluated separately (MOCI, 2026).
The findings also support a cautious approach to regional harmonisation. Harmonisation need not require identical institutions. A regional minimum-standard approach could focus instead on shared substantive principles—clear identification of commercial communication, prohibition of deceptive claims, claim substantiation where appropriate, protections for minors and vulnerable consumers, transparent complaint routes, and accessible regulator guidance—while allowing national systems to retain different institutional structures. Such an approach would be more compatible with the demonstrated diversity of the five systems than attempting to replicate a single national model across the region.
8. Limitations
This study has four principal limitations. First, it is a document-based comparative analysis and does not measure enforcement frequency, institutional resources, compliance rates, consumer outcomes, or judicial interpretation; accordingly, conclusions concern regulatory architecture rather than comparative regulatory effectiveness. Second, the source corpus is purposive rather than exhaustive. Sector-specific statutes outside the ten principal documents may impose additional advertising obligations, and absence within the corpus should not be interpreted as proof that no relevant rule exists elsewhere. Third, the study is limited to five Anglophone West African countries and does not represent the regulatory diversity of Francophone or Lusophone West Africa. Fourth, laws, regulations, and administrative guidance can change rapidly. The legal-status verification is current to 21 August 2026 and should be updated in future research before relying on the analysis for compliance decisions.
9. Conclusion
Advertising regulation across Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria, The Gambia, and Sierra Leone is characterised by a shared concern with misleading or inaccurate commercial communication but substantial variation in institutional design. Nigeria has the most advertising-specific statutory structure, centred on ARCON and the 2022 Act. Ghana operates a sectoral and hybrid model in which health, gaming, and other regulators coexist with professional self-regulation, while a comprehensive Advertising Bill remained under review in 2026. The Gambia regulates advertising explicitly within consumer-protection law. Sierra Leone embeds relevant advertising oversight within media regulation. Liberia relies principally on competition and intellectual-property law and should not be described as operating under the unenacted 2014 draft Protection Against Unfair Competition Act.
The comparative evidence therefore supports two conclusions. First, the presence or absence of a dedicated advertising statute does not by itself determine whether meaningful advertising controls exist. Second, formal legal architecture should not be used as a proxy for enforcement effectiveness. For international advertisers, the practical consequence is a need for jurisdiction-specific and sector-specific compliance mapping, particularly for digital campaigns distributed across borders. For policymakers, the strongest basis for regional cooperation lies in transparent minimum standards, regulatory coordination, and digital-advertising capacity rather than compulsory institutional uniformity.
10. Recommendations
1. National regulators should publish consolidated, regularly updated advertising-compliance guidance identifying the competent authority, applicable approval procedures, sector-specific restrictions, complaint routes, and sanctions.
2. Ghana's ongoing Advertising Bill process should continue to address coordination among sector regulators and the regulatory treatment of digital, influencer, and cross-border advertising, while preserving specialist public-health and gaming safeguards.
3. Liberia should strengthen implementation of the Competition Law and clarify the institutional pathway for consumer complaints concerning misleading commercial representations; current reform toward a stronger competition and consumer-protection authority provides an appropriate opportunity to do so.
4. Sierra Leone and The Gambia should periodically review whether existing media- and consumer-protection mandates adequately address influencer marketing, platform-based advertising, and other digital formats that may not fit traditional enforcement assumptions.
5. Nigeria should maintain transparent coordination between ARCON's general advertising requirements and specialist sector regulators so that advertisers can identify overlapping obligations without unnecessary duplication.
6. ECOWAS and national stakeholders should explore regional minimum principles for transparent, non-deceptive advertising and interoperable regulatory information, rather than assuming that all member states require an identical institutional model.
7. Future empirical research should evaluate enforcement records, complaint outcomes, regulatory resources, industry compliance, and consumer experience before drawing conclusions about the comparative effectiveness of the different institutional models.
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