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‘Hope’ as a selling point 

Win roadshow/game show activation 
and marketing initiative. These are 
extraordinary people, who on a limited 
budget of less than R5 000 a month, 
enable their families and loved ones to 
live with dignity and pride.

The aim of these interviews was to 
discern how consumers emotionally 
engage with brands and how susceptible 
they are to brand communications that 
revolves around hope. 

PEPcell SIM TO WIN 
Roadshow: The more you play, 
the luckier you get
As a follow-up of the highly successful 
Win your Dreams competition, PEP is 
currently running a new countrywide 
competition: Winners are randomly 
selected from the enormous pool 
of PEPclub winners and stand the 
opportunity of taking part in a game 
show.  PEPclub serves as the chain’s 
loyalty rewards program, which 
works on the premise that for every 
R1 spent, one ‘lucky’ is earned. The 
more you have, the more opportunity 
you have to enter into PEP’s array of 
competitions via your mobile phone 
and PEP sim card. The Sim to Win 
game show simultaneously became 
(i) a competition to enter via USSD, 
(ii) an activation in the location that 
it took place, as well as (iii) thirteen 
filmed commercials for South African 
television usage.

The term game show is used loosely 
here – Sim to Win is not of the scale 
of Who Wants to be a Millionaire or 
Minute To Win It, but rather a much 
smaller scale, which sees PEPcell 
travelling the country in an 8-ton truck 
that converts into a glitzy stage/set. 
In addition to the show PEP provides 
a relatively low-key activation at 
the location and gives away t-shirts/ 
umbrellas/ cell phones/ caps/ airtime/ 
vouchers to the audience, onlookers 

Hope (as complex a subject 
as it may be) has been used 
as a lynchpin in an array 
of marketing channels to 

attract and retain customers since 
the birth of modern advertising. 
As a selling point, ‘hope’, and the 
emotional benefits thereof, takes on 
a particularly interesting form within 
the South African context especially 
when measured against Maslow’s 
(1970) Hierarchy of Needs, and amongst 
lower income consumers. Dr. Barbara 
L. Fredrickson, a Professor at the 
University of North Carolina and the 
Principal Investigator of the Positive 
Emotions and Psychophysiology Lab, 
states that hope becomes apparent 
during dire circumstances, when we 
are confronted with uncertainty of the 
future. She furthermore argues that the 
notion of hope brings about “positive 
emotions such as happiness, joy, 
courage, and empowerment,” enabling 
us to be inventive and have “belief in 
[a] better future” (Fredrickson 2008: 
1045). The notion of ‘basic needs’ as 
represented by Maslow’s pyramid, 
speaks to the psychological deliverance 
of for instance food and water; 
leading to a higher level of ‘safety 
needs’ such as security, employment, 

etc. Consequently, consumers within 
the lower income bracket in South 
Africa are susceptible to brand 
communications which are based on 
the premise of ‘selling’ and inspiring 
‘hope’, since self actualisation (as per 
the highest level of needs fulfilment 
in the Maslow Hierarchy) is a distant 
concept. Lower income individuals 
however often find themselves 
struggling to make ends meet in their 
daily lives and thus remain positioned, 
or quite frankly stuck, in the lower 
level of needs which comprise of 
biological and physiological needs such 
as “food, water, shelter and warmth.” 
Calder, Kolskey & Letelier, (in the 
book Kellogg on Marketing 2010:288) 
accurately depicts poverty as a social 
problem; but “that said, it is also a 
marketing problem and opportunity.”

When doing a top line competitor 
analysis of the South African retail 
landscape, PEP emerges as one of the 
most prominent role players, providing 
an array of products and services to 
the mass market across the continent. 
Arguably, each country would have 
their own bespoke language of 
labelling and selling hope; however the 
aim of this article is to uncover and 
interpret hope’s mediating relationship 

between consumer engagement 
and loyalty within the South African 
milieu. Specific attention is given to 
PEPcell’s recent Sim to Win game show 
activation and marketing initiative and 
its use of hope as a selling point in 
communicating to consumers at the 
bottom of the pyramid.

Stats SA (2014:2) estimated 
South Africa’s population at 54 
million individuals in 2014, with a 
great quantity of these individuals 
residing in townships, urban areas 
and informal settlements. These 
township-consumers have an average 
of R308 billion in spending power 
and a retailer such as PEP, is a major 
role-player in these communities, 
providing numerous goods and services, 
including clothing, homeware and 
cellular services (Dlamini 2011). With 
a volatile global economy and the dire 
implications of a weak exchange rate, 
it is becoming increasingly difficult for 
lower income South Africans to make 
a living. 

In an attempt to better understand 
the use of hope in engaging lower 
LSM consumers, semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with 13 
PEP consumers, of the LSM group 
2-6, who were winners in the Sim to 
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that “PEP gives me a bright future.” 
The idea that PEP had given them 
additional hope was also expressed in 
quotes such as “I feel so lucky,” “It’s 
a dream come true, I’ve never had so 
much money” and “I’ve been blessed. 
I’m gonna make a success.” One 
participant also expressed that the 
money he won was a great source of 
relief, and that it was “going to take 
[his] problem away.”

When asked what respondents 
perceived as hope, responses could 
be categorised into two overarching 
themes within the hope sphere: 
personal (hope for the self) and 
community (hope for more than the 
self). Personal hope was expressed 
by some participants as being “Good 
health ... to see my children grow up 
and become independent,” whereas 
hopes for the community included “A 
future for my children, a South Africa 
with equal opportunities.” 

A universal theme that occurred 
across both personal hope, as well as 
hope for the community, is the desire 
for respondents to have good relations 
and positive interactions at every level; 
with their immediate environment, 
families and communities. Most of the 
respondents hoped for improvement 
for more than themselves – elevating 
their communities and thus external 
environments. Evidence lies in 
comments such as “living in a world 
where there is trust and solutions” 
and “helping communities to help 
themselves.” Some of the respondents 
stated that their hope contributed to 
improving their immediate internal 
environments, such as “personal growth 
through having available funds.”

Finally, the majority of respondents 
indicated that the thought of PEP 
no longer existing would have an 
emotional impact on their lives, 
causing “devastation.” 

Towards better customer 
engagement
Retail brands that are able to tap into 
this human truth of enlightening and 
empowering consumers at key contact 
points – especially those at the ‘bottom 
of the pyramid,’ may be able to create 
a greater engagement with their 
consumers. The PEP brand seems to be 
getting it right and has proven to be 
a brand that is formidable in creating 
awareness and inspiring a “positive 
shift in brand building,” Respondents 
interviewed for this article envision a 
future where they too have the means 
to empower others. A very apparent 
conclusion of the paper is that hope 
as a marketing lynchpin possesses the 
potential of driving purchase decisions. 
Hope is a vital marketing concept that 
forms part of brand communications in 
order to engage, retain and grow PEP’s 
desired target market.

Amongst players in the lower-
end market, PEP is an immensely 
inspirational brand. Inspiration allows 
individuals set within the lower-income 
bracket to start having faith in life and 
hope for a better future. Despite being 
a ‘bottom of the pyramid’ consumer, 
a person can still look and feel good, 
without having to pay an arm and a 
leg. PEP engages with its consumers 
by offering quality, affordability and 
surprise – neither one compromising 
the other. As one consumer notes, “No 
one will be able to judge me on my 
appearance and disregard me because 
I’m poor.” 

Research for this article was conducted in 
the author’s capacity as an Honours in Brand 
Leadership student at Vega School of Brand 
Leadership, a brand of The Independent Institute of 
Education.

and passers. The primary objective of 
this activity is to film the game show, 
which ultimately results in a 90 second 
television commercial broadcasted on 
ETV. Hope, excitement and witnessing 
a winning streak is contagious, and 
this form of marketing drives potential 
consumers to purchase at PEP stores, 
purchase PEP sim cards or sign up for 
the PEPclub loyalty program - in the 
hope that they may be the next winner. 

Towards hope and  
healthy brands
The topic of hope has been greatly 
inquired and debated about in recent 
years (Seligman 2002). Research shows 
that approximately 50 percent of the 
world’s population are unhappy and 
have a bleak outlook on the future. 
Even though hope and happiness are 
both paramount concepts (not only on 
a personal level, but also in business), 
little scientific information exists on 
the topic here in South Africa. Hope, 
as a concept, depends on both fields 
of psychology and behaviourism; and 
thus is intimately part of the consumer 
engagement concept. Research by 
Hollebeek (2011: 785) states that 
“engaged consumers might exhibit 
greater loyalty to focal brands.” 

A winner’s perspective
For the purposes of this article, 
interview details that deal with hope 
as a selling point will be discussed, 
although the research included 
questions that dealt with other aspects 
of the PEP brand. 

The main themes that interview 
participants spoke about were 
their immediate needs, the feelings 
associated with being a winner on the 
PEP Sim to Win game show, and hope.

Immediate needs and short-term 
goals that would ensure a better and/
or happier life for the respondent 

were equally distributed around either 
lower or higher needs as per Maslow’s 
Hierarchy. The ‘lower’ needs (safety) 
and the ‘higher’ needs (self-esteem and 
self-actualisation) were furthermore 
distinguished by age. The majority 
of respondents indicated that they 
would be “happier” and “more hopeful” 
about the future if they could afford 
to buy and own “more things.” For 
them, happiness was equated to 
money and ensuring a brighter future, 
for themselves, their friends and their 
family to enjoy. 

All the older respondents indicated 
that their immediate need is for either 
having their own brick house or more 
money to build a brick house, whereas 
all the younger respondents indicated 
that their immediate need is to have a 
degree – the belief being that a degree 
will signal achievement, recognition and 
fulfilment.  Some contestants indicated 
that winning the prize money has not 
changed their immediate environment 
(“I will still live with my parents”), but 
indicated that it will have tremendous 
future value, by enabling them to 
achieve their educational goals.

It was clear that the cash injection 
had, or will have, a tremendous effect on 
the lives of the winners: assisting them 
in accomplishing future goals, many 
of which include basic physiological 
and safety needs such as shelter, as per 
Maslow’s hierarchy; ultimately enabling 
them to satisfy ‘higher’ needs like esteem 
and self-actualisation. 

Positive feelings with regards to 
being a winner on the PEP Sim to Win 
game show was a common theme. No 
contestants of the game show went 
home empty handed; even if they 
did not successfully complete the 
challenges on stage. The amounts that 
were won by respondents, stretched 
from R10 000 – R95 000. In describing 
their experiences, one respondent said 
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