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Abstract

This paper examines the relationship between organisational culture and 
brand authenticity, drawing on insights gathered from a panel discussion 
featuring leaders from FourthCanvas and Paystack, two prominent 
Nigerian companies in the creative and technology sectors. 

The discussion reveals that sustainable brand building emerges not from 
external marketing strategies but from authentic internal culture. Through 
analysis of panel insights and case studies, this paper demonstrates how 
intentionally cultivated organisational culture creates compound business 
effects, including enhanced client relationships, employee advocacy, and 
market differentiation. 

Key findings suggest that brands founded on cultural authenticity achieve 
sustainable competitive advantages that cannot be replicated through 
traditional marketing strategies.



1. Background context

The relationship between organisational culture and brand identity has 
long been recognised in management literature, yet the practical 
mechanisms through which culture translates into market presence 
remain underexplored. This paper examines insights from a panel 
discussion featuring leaders from FourthCanvas (Oluremi Akinfaderin, 
Mary Afolabi, and Victor Fatanmi) and Paystack (Nana Aisha 
Salaudeen and Damilare Stark), offering evidence of how authentic 
culture drives business outcomes.

The panel conversation took place within Nigeria's rapidly evolving 
technology and creative sectors, where both companies have 
established a significant market presence. The discussion centred on the 
fundamental role of organisational culture in creating lasting brand impact.

This paper seeks to:

- Document the theoretical framework of culture-driven branding 
presented by industry practitioners.

- Analyse specific case studies demonstrating cultural impact on business 
outcomes.

- Identify mechanisms through which culture translates into market 
advantages.

- Provide practical implications for organisational leadership.



2. Brand is discovery

The panel introduced a powerful shift in how branding is understood—not 
as an act of invention, but of discovery. As Mary Afolabi explained, 
branding is “the discovery of that which is already true inside your 
culture.” Instead of constructing identities from the outside in, authentic 
branding excavates what already exists within the organisation. It’s closer 
to archaeology than fiction.

At the heart of this view is alignment: the internal truth of an organisation 
must match the external promise it projects. When these two diverge, 
separate realities emerge—one inside the company and another outside. 
Such misalignment is inherently unstable; over time, the gap between 
what’s said and what’s lived becomes impossible to sustain.

The panel distilled this idea into a simple thesis: internal truth gives 
credence to external promise. Whatever an organisation aspires to 
become must first be evident in its existing culture. Branding cannot 
function as a mask for what isn’t there. Eventually, the culture rejects 
anything artificial.

One speaker illustrated this vividly: “It’s like a dog coming tomorrow to say 
that I identify as an eagle. Even if the dog decides to put its legs out and 
flap them, we may believe it in the moment… but in real time, we’ll find out 
this dog is not an eagle.” The metaphor underscores the futility of 
projecting an identity that lacks cultural grounding. Over time, reality 
always catches up.



3. Case studies

Oluremi Akinfaderin shared a particularly compelling example of how 
FourthCanvas's culture manifested in unexpected business outcomes. 
The company completed a branding project that fully satisfied client 
expectations. Post-launch, the client satisfaction team confirmed 
successful delivery. However, the project team independently identified 
opportunities for enhancement and requested to continue working.

Cultural manifestation

For three weeks, team members voluntarily worked additional 
hours on a completed, paid project. Leadership found themselves 
in the unusual position of restraining employees from working, illustrating 
deeply internalised standards exceeding external requirements. As 
Oluremi recounted, "For three weeks, we had people not sleeping. We 
were begging them, 'Can you please stop?' You know what it means for 
you to start begging employees not to work."

The team's motivation was described simply as having "seen possibilities 
for improvement with the work, and they wanted to stretch to bring them to 
life."

3.1 FourthCanvas: Excellence beyond 
requirements



Business impact

When the improved work was presented, clients were stunned to speak 
and too impressed. The impact extended beyond immediate satisfaction:

- Relationship transformation: The concerned clients invited 
FourthCanvas to become co-owners of their brand.

- Industry recognition: The project generated conversations within the 
client's industry sector.

- Network effects: Industry peers began reaching out for projects.

- Market visibility: When the case study launched publicly, the whole 
internet went wild on it, and a lot of new conversations came up from 
just that one project.

- ROI multiplication: Returns far exceeded what the original 
(satisfactory) project would have generated.

Oluremi reflected: "Again, the project was already good enough. But we 
would have never known how much more ROI could come from their 
further stretching." 

The cultural imperative to exceed expectations transformed a successful 
project into a transformational one.



Nana Aisha Salaudeen described Paystack's philosophy: "One of the 
interesting things about Paystack is that we like to go above and beyond 
for merchants. And we're constantly building new solutions for them." 
Critically, this focus created an intentional trade-off in public visibility: "Our 
storytelling and our building is for our merchants versus the public."

Cultural manifestation

The merchant-first orientation was so deeply embedded that it required 
conscious recognition: "Because we're constantly focused on our 
merchants, we're constantly building new products for them, new 
features, improving on what they want, going above and beyond. It's so 
ingrained in our brand that sometimes we make decisions in their favour 
without consciously thinking it through."

Merchants consistently reported in case studies: "I asked for this feature. I 
constantly disturbed you guys, and you gave it to me." 
The responsiveness extended to building features for individual 
merchants when it solved specific business needs, even when not 
generally applicable to others.

Business outcomes

The cultural approach directly impacted measurable metrics. Nana Aisha 
noted that being a huge part of the culture, to just always serve our 
merchants and insist on high standards," led directly to retention: "We've 
seen them stick with us because of that. Retention is the ROI that has 
been impacted the most." 

3.2 Paystack: Merchant-first philosophy



This contagion operates through observable behaviour rather than 
directive. Employees witness spontaneous acts of generosity—someone 
buying food for the entire office, unprompted—and this behaviour spreads 
not through obligation but through inspiration. The absence of coercion or 
formal reward systems proves critical; culture flourishes when people 
choose participation rather than comply with requirements.



4. Mechanisms of cultural 
     impact

Both organisations achieved organic employee advocacy without formal 
programmes or incentives, a phenomenon that emerged so naturally that 
those experiencing it struggled to articulate its mechanics. When asked 
about how Paystack cultivates employee ambassadorship, Nana Aisha's 
response revealed the seamlessness of the process: for them, it wasn't 
a strategy but simply a normal practice. The difficulty in explaining 
something so ingrained highlighted a key insight—the most powerful 
cultural mechanisms often operate below conscious awareness.

The foundation of this natural ambassadorship lies in accessible, 
straightforward values that require little persuasion to embrace. 
Paystack's emphasis on kindness and transparency created a cultural 
bedrock that employees could genuinely buy into without cynicism. The 
transparency value, in particular, operated through practical application 
rather than abstract principle. When employees make mistakes, they own 
them, but critically, the response from colleagues focuses on rapid 
problem-solving rather than blame or punishment. This creates an 
environment where mistakes become learning opportunities rather than 
sources of anxiety or shame.

The cultural environment combines support with high performance 
expectations in a way that proves mutually reinforcing rather than 
contradictory. Employees described walking into a place where people 
help solve problems, laugh with you when things break, and actively 
invest in making you better.

4.1 Natural ambassadorship



The cultural environment combines support with high performance 
expectations in a way that proves mutually reinforcing rather than 
contradictory. Employees described walking into a place where people 
help solve problems, laugh with you when things break, and actively 
invest in making you better. Yet this supportive environment coexists with 
intensity and excellence. The fast-paced nature of the work and the 
concentration of highly capable people create natural pressure to improve. 
As Damilare Stark explained, “arriving at Paystack confident in your 
abilities, you’ll quickly realise that five others possess equal competence, 
forcing continuous growth.”

This combination of psychological safety and performance pressure 
produces an environment where ambassadorship emerges organically. 
Nana Aisha's personal transformation illustrated this dynamic 
vividly—someone typically cynical about workplace enthusiasm found 
herself spontaneously writing about how impressive the culture was after 
just one year. The authenticity of this transformation matters: it wasn't 
manufactured or incentivised but arose from genuine surprise at the 
cultural experience.



Whilst the cultural experience feels organic to those within it, its 
development required deliberate design and sustained intentionality. 
Damilare Stark emphasised this crucial distinction: culture isn't simply 
a vibe where people are free, money flows, and bonuses arrive. 
Such assumptions misunderstand the architecture required to build a 
sustainable organisational culture.

Paystack's approach manifests through systematic touchpoints that 
introduce cultural values through experience rather than instruction. 
The coffee chat programme exemplifies this design philosophy. 
New employees receive messages from colleagues they don't know, 
inviting casual conversations that deliberately avoid work topics. 
These interactions serve as cultural integration mechanisms without 
explicit messaging about values. The programme continues to operate 
informally, known through experience rather than announcement, 
embodying the intentionality that makes the culture feel natural rather 
than manufactured.

The success of such initiatives depends fundamentally on leadership 
authenticity. Founders and leaders must embody the cultural values they 
wish to cultivate; without this foundation, cultural programmes become 
hollow exercises. The contagious nature of well-designed cultural 
practices means that when leadership models authenticity, employees 
initiate additional cultural innovations. People spontaneously start projects 
and initiatives that align with cultural values, creating a self-reinforcing 
cycle where cultural practices inspire further cultural development.

This contagion operates through observable behaviour rather than 
directive. Employees witness spontaneous acts of generosity—someone 
buying food for the entire office, unprompted—and this behaviour spreads 
not through obligation but through inspiration. The absence of coercion or 
formal reward systems proves critical; culture flourishes when people 
choose participation rather than comply with requirements.

4.2 Intentional culture architecture



The recognition systems in both organisations eschew traditional formal 
awards in favour of organic celebration. Rather than "best in kindness" 
awards or financial bonuses for cultural contribution, recognition happens 
through peer acknowledgement during all-hands meetings, where 
colleagues spend minutes celebrating others for helping with personal 
matters like birthday planning. This form of recognition reinforces values 
through genuine appreciation rather than transactional reward.

These recognition practices extend naturally into learning and 
development. The growth team's "show and tell" sessions created spaces 
where people shared work accomplishments to encourage responses, 
even when presentations were basic or rough. The power of this positive 
reinforcement cannot be overstated—it transforms sceptical newcomers 
into enthusiastic participants simply by demonstrating how much the 
community values contribution and growth. 

This approach to recognition and learning creates a culture where people 
want to participate not from obligation but from experiencing genuine 
appreciation. The mechanism works because it taps into fundamental 
human needs for recognition and growth whilst avoiding the cynicism that 
often accompanies formal performance management systems.

4.3 Recognition and learning systems



5. Discussion

The cases demonstrate that authentic culture creates compound effects 
extending beyond immediate metrics. FourthCanvas's three weeks of 
voluntary additional work generated multiplicative value: transformed 
client relationships, industry recognition, network effects, and 
unprecedented ROI. Paystack's merchant focus created loyalty, 
translating to measurable retention and organic growth.

Both examples reveal culture-brand alignment, creating advantages 
difficult to replicate. Whilst competitors can copy features, pricing, or 
marketing messages, they cannot easily duplicate the authentic cultural 
foundations producing these outcomes.

Leadership implications

The cases indicate that culture-driven branding requires:

- Honest organisational self-assessment.

- Intentional culture design and investment.

- Patient development allowing organic emergence.

- Consistent alignment between stated values and daily actions.

- Leadership modelling of cultural values.



6. Practical implications

Leaders seeking to build authentic brands should:

1. Prioritise internal culture over external messaging: 
    Invest in cultural development before brand campaigns.

2. Design intentional touchpoints: 
    Create systematic interactions reinforcing desired values.

3. Model cultural values: 
    Demonstrate authentic commitment to stated principles.

4. Measure cultural health: 
    Track cultural indicators alongside traditional business metrics.

5. Allow organic emergence: 
    Create conditions for culture to develop rather than imposing it.

For organisational leaders



Brand strategists should:

1. Reframe the role:   
   Shift from external construction to internal discovery.

2. Conduct cultural archaeology: 
    Uncover existing truths rather than inventing new narratives.

3. Ensure alignment: 
    Verify external promises match internal capabilities.

4. Embrace authenticity: 
    Accept that honest expression outperforms creative fiction.

5. Think long-term: 
    Recognise that cultural investments create   compound returns.

For brand professionals

HR professionals should:

1. Integrate culture into onboarding: 
    Design touchpoints introducing values through experience.

2. Create recognition systems: 
    Develop organic ways to celebrate culture-aligned behaviours.

3. Support natural ambassadorship: 
    Enable rather than force employee advocacy.

4. Maintain cultural consistency: 
    Ensure practices align with stated values.

5. Measure cultural impact: 
    Connect cultural health to business outcomes.

For human resource professionals



7. Key insights and takeaways

The panel discussion revealed several foundational principles:

1. Branding as discovery: 
Authentic brands emerge from discovering and expressing internal truths 
rather than inventing external narratives.

2. Cultural alignment: 
Organisations achieve sustainable competitive advantage when internal 
culture aligns with external brand promises.

3. Compound effects: 
Cultural investments generate multiplicative returns that traditional 
marketing cannot replicate.

4. Natural ambassadorship: 
Authentic culture creates organic employee advocacy without formal 
programmes.

5. Intentional design: 
Whilst culture emerges organically, its development requires intentional 
leadership and systematic touchpoints.

6. Measurable impact: 
Cultural authenticity translates directly into business outcomes, including 
retention, loyalty, network effects, and ROI.

Core principles



Warning signs

The discussion also highlighted warning signs of culture-brand 
misalignment:

- External promises that contradict internal reality.

- Employees disconnected from brand messaging.

- The need to "manufacture" employee advocacy.

- High turnover despite strong external branding.

- Customer experience that doesn't match brand promises.



Conclusion

This paper demonstrates that sustainable brand building emerges from 
authentic organisational culture rather than external marketing strategies. 
Through insights from FourthCanvas and Paystack, several key themes 
emerged:

The fundamental insight is elegantly simple yet profound: the most 
decisive brands are not constructed in marketing departments but 
discovered in the daily rhythms of organisational life. When leaders 
prioritise cultivating an authentic culture over managing external 
perception, they create brands that cannot be replicated because they 
emerge from who the organisation truly is rather than what it claims to be.

As Mary Afolabi shared: "Internal truth is what gives credence to our 
external promise. Whatever it is you're promising, whatever it is you 
are aspiring to be as a company, it starts from where you are right 
now inside of that company. And then branding is not a mask that 
you put on. If you put it on as a mask, your culture will let that mask 
slip off with time."

In an era increasingly sceptical of corporate messaging and hungry for 
authentic connection, the path to building enduring brands leads inevitably 
inward—to the culture living at the heart of every organisation and the 
truth waiting to be discovered there. Organisations that master this 
approach will find themselves with something no competitor can duplicate: 
a brand that is not a facade but an authentic expression of their 
organisational soul.
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