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In 1990, nando’s was 
still an emerging player 
in the fast food sector, 
having been founded only 
three years previously in 

the Johannesburg suburb of 
Rosettenville to serve food with a 
Portuguese/Mozambican flavour. 

along with its chicken, the 
peri-peri sauce nando’s served 

in its restaurants had become a 
firm favourite with customers – 
so much so, that retail giant Pick 
n Pay was keen to begin stocking 
it in its stores. 

“we kind of fell into the grocery 
business, more as a drive to 
share our passion for peri-peri 
with consumers than anything 
else,” explains Teresa Mordoh, 

You saucy thing
Nando’s is about to complete 
a two year-long journey to 
revamp the image of its top-
selling global sauce range. 
For this case study, Mike 
Simpson was given exclusive 
behind-the-scenes access. 

 The end of a two-year design journey 
– the new Nando’s lineup 
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international marketing director: 
Nando’s Grocery. “We grew the (sauce) 
factory organically and we now have a 
multi-million rand facility in partnership 
with McCormick, a worldwide 
manufacturer of spices.”

By the time 2010 rolled around, the 
nando’s range of sauces had expanded 
dramatically, and so too had its sales 
and international market penetration. 
Currently, 13.5-million units are sold 
annually in 32 countries, generating an 
estimated retail market sales value of 
around R450-million. 

despite the company now being a 
global player, most manufacturing still 
takes place in South Africa. Peri-peri 
sauces remain the flagship, but the full 
range also includes cooking sauces and 
marinades

The challenge
when nando’s began placing its 
products in Pick n Pay stores two 
decades ago, there was some question 
as to whether this would be successful 
in the long-term. Consequently, a 
generic, off-the-shelf bottle design was 
chosen, along with a relatively simple 
cold-sealing process.

But success breeds both imitators 
and a growth in the category. There are 
now numerous competitors offering 
peri-peri sauces in (easily available) 
lookalike bottles and, in some cases, 
even lookalike labels. Nando’s is still 
the market leader, but the brand that 
created the category has been in 
danger of losing its identity amidst a 
sea of sometimes inferior clones.

as the range contemplated its 21st 
birthday in 2011, management decided 
to re-invigorate it with a new bottle 
design that would clearly set it apart 
from competitors, reduce the likelihood 
of imitation, and, as Mordoh puts it: 
“Visually dominate on the shelves and 
make our packaging irresistible”.

“The main motivation behind the 

new bottle was really to build consumer 
brand equity. To achieve that, we had a 
really hard look at ourselves and felt we 
needed to raise the bar with superior, 
premium packaging that was distinctive 
and proprietary to Nando’s. 

“It’s not called fast-moving consumer 
goods (FMCG) for nothing – you have to 
be on a continuous cycle of renovation 
and innovation. Our restaurants have 
evolved as well, so we felt there was also 
a need to maintain that alignment and 
keep the brands looking as premium and 
smart as possible,” she says.

Easier said than done. This was a 
re-launch that had no scope for cost 
increase and there was an internal 
requirement to achieve any possible 

savings. There was also a need to 
address environment concerns, make 
the glass as lightweight as possible, 
reduce or eliminate non-recyclable 
materials, and innovate within the very 
specific technical parameters of the 
new factory. 

Finally, the new design had to be 
exciting and ‘edgy’ enough to fit in with 
the overall cutting-edge image that 
nando’s has so carefully cultivated in 
the marketplace.

The solution 
and so began a two year process that 
culminates in a series of worldwide 
consumer launches in the first and 
second quarters of 2011. “We briefed 
the project in different phases,” 
explains Mordoh. “First it was the shape 
and form of the new bottle, then the 
design of the decoration and labelling.” 

In the first phase, 10-15 different 
agencies were briefed and invited to 
pitch on the bottle redesign. From that, 
one agency – Strategic Communications 
Co (Stratcom), a specialist in brand 
architecture, packaging and corporate 
identity – was selected. The Nando’s 
team then went through many 
renditions of potential designs, checking 
them against technical parameters and 
a host of other practicalities, as well as 
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The brand 
that created 
the category 
has been 
in danger 
of losing 
its identity 
amidst a sea 
of sometimes 
inferior 
clones

It was considered critical to easily differentiate sauces from marinades and 
cooking sauces
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the brand’s image requirements. 
among the latter was the decision 

to follow an evolutionary path, rather 
than perhaps convey the mistaken 
impression that it was an entirely new 
product range. While Nando’s decided 
to use the re-launch to add or delete 
some individual products in the line-up, 
the essence of the sauces – and their 
tried-and-tested ingredients – would 
remain unchanged.

The bottle would be distinctive 
enough to both stand out from its 
competitors and enable nando’s to 
pursue legal action if it were too closely 
copied. A certain level of complexity in 
the manufacturing process would also 
deter imitators.  

The design had to avoid giving 
consumers the impression that volumes 
had been reduced and they were paying 
the same for a lesser quantity.

“Then it came to the label creation 
– and here we worked with multiple 
agencies, Cross Colours and stratcom, 
on different ranges,” says Mordoh. “We 
gave this brief to them: enhance brand 
equity; have a stylish feel; provide strong 

shelf impact; clearly communicate the 
concept in an interesting, yet stylish and 
simple, way.”

as the designs progressed towards 
the final concept stage, Mordoh and 
her team began consulting internally 
and, later in the process, with key 
distributors. However, there was no 
formal market research or consumer 
focus groups.

“we are a very strong gut-driven 
and brand-focused organisation,” 

she explains. “We’ve never been 
research-heavy and we did a lot of 
internal research among our teams 
that are in-market; we had a process of 
engagement with our internal experts 
so that the whole redesign process was 
very collaborative. 

“we did consider doing consumer 
research initially, but when we 
recognised that we were going to evolve, 
rather than completely revolutionise, 
we didn’t feel the investment was 
necessary.”

 
The results 
Finally, it all came together late in 2010 
and the first bottles began to roll of 
the line at Consol Glass before going 
to nando’s own facility for the bottling 
process.  “We had many options; lots 
of different affairs beforehand,” says 
Mordoh. “But the bride we eventually 
walked down the aisle with was inspired 
by our heritage.” 

one of the key elements of the 
new bottle is the use of the ‘escudo’ 
(‘shield’ in Portuguese) as a design 
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Spot the Nando’s product. The sauce category grew to include a plethora of lookalike products, all using similar bottles

Where 
we were 
perhaps 
not as wise 
in the early 
days, we 
will now be 
aggressively 
protecting 
our position
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inspiration. One of the oldest symbols of 
Portuguese heritage, it appears on the 
national flag and Nando’s has used it 
extensively in its restaurants to convey a 
promise of taste and quality.

The lines within the ‘escudo’ are 
representative of the ‘armillary sphere’ 
an astronomical and navigational 
instrument used by Portuguese sailors 
during their legendary voyages of 
discovery – and it is these lines and 
shapes that find their way onto the 
bottle at various points; mainly the 
‘eternity band’ at the waist and the 
extended foot (also inspired by the 
solid foundations of afro-Portuguese 
architecture). A more formal version 
of the escudo, but with the brand’s 
cockerel logo at the centre, is found on 

the new metal cap.
an important element in identifying 

the bottle as exclusively Nando’s – and 
discouraging imitation – is the inclusion 
of the distinctive written brand name on 
the shoulder band of the bottle using a 
de-bossed technique of etching the logo 
into the glass.

The previous plastic cap is replaced 
by a metal cap due to the decision 
to replace ‘cold filling’ with high 
temperature ‘hot filling’. This gives 
improved sealing and better preserves 
the product. Mordoh says it’s more 
about “peace of mind” when it comes to 
the integrity of the contents. “It doesn’t 
really give us anything extra to claim, 
but it may extend shelf-life above the 
existing 18 months – but unfortunately 

we’ll only know that after 18 months!”  
says Mordoh enthusiastically: “The 

shape brands us forever and gives 
the bottle a premium quality. There’s 
a tapered, elegant profile with lots of 
curve – compared to the old bottle, 
which was straight up and down and 
rather ‘medicinal’. The old design was 
perfect for the time and circumstances, 
but you can see the nuances and 
beautiful design inspirations in this new 
bottle”.

The revamp is completed by new 
labelling which draws heavily on the 
company’s interest in contemporary 
African art. “We’ve always had a strong 
passion for art … it’s a deep part of our 
brand culture and is one of the ways in 
which we communicate the essence of 

Working sketches done by the design team
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our individuality and authenticity,” says 
Mordoh. “So original art was a clear 
inspiration for the development of our 
new label designs.

“In developing the labels across 
the product range, distinctive art 
techniques and different visual shape 
cues were explored with an artist in 
order to create a unique personality and 
individual art direction for each range. 
we were inspired by the ‘superstroke’ 
african art movement, where 
brushstrokes are highly expressive and 
rich in texture.

“The peri-peri range, for example, 
was treated with bold oval brush 
strokes, with a strong expressive colour 
saturation in the acrylic medium. The 
marinade range uses diagonal bold 
brush strokes in more of a watercolour 
medium, and the cooking sauce range 
was treated with a unique horizontal 
sponge textured technique,” she 
explains. 

Varying the label design and colour 
was also key to improving what nando’s 
calls ‘shopability’ for the consumer. 
“Previously it was quite difficult to 
determine what variant and product you 
were buying,” Mordoh continues. 

“so, by introducing colour into the 
variant descriptor, and standardising 

other things, it is very clear now as to 
which is lemon and herb, which is the 
‘hot’, etc. In those few seconds when 
you’re making the purchase decision 
on-shelf, you need to differentiate 
quickly. They all live together and 
they all look like part of the same 
Nando’s family. But they also can be 
differentiated.”

The future 
Various key audiences have been 
briefed and this process continues 
throughout the first quarter of 2011 and 
possibly into the second quarter as well. 
Exact timing depends on the run-out 
time of the old stock, as well as the 
time it takes new product to reach the 
various markets across the world.

Mordoh is confident the new,  
bespoke bottle will set her sauces  
apart from the competition and 
is adamant that the company will 
strongly defend against imitators. “I’m 
not at liberty to discuss all of those 
consequences, but certainly everything 
will be registered and we will take 
every step to protect ourselves. Where 
we were perhaps not as wise in the 
early days, we will now be aggressively 
protecting our position. 

“I also know the complexities and 
costs involved in doing a project like 
this. That’s a barrier to entry in itself. 
There are many barriers to doing this 
independently.”

and when will nando’s know if the 
exercise has been a success? Probably 
only in two years time, at the end of the 
next financial year, is the answer. 

“at the end of the day, we’re adding 
brand value. We’re not expecting huge 
financial gain, because it’s more about 
protecting and enhancing overall brand 
equity. But I do imagine that there will 
be an uplift in sales, because we are 
now clearly differentiated on shelf and 
there is less room for confusion than 
before,” says Mordoh. 

We’re not 
expecting 
huge 
financial gain, 
because it’s 
more about 
protecting 
and 
enhancing 
overall brand 
equity




