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A Parliamentary forum for Media and Marketing Debate 

 

 

 

Is sales promotion the only true media neutral discipline? 
 
Speaking at the Debating Group debate on 15 May 2006, Simon Mahoney, Managing 

Director of SMP, in proposing the motion ‘Sales promotion is the only true media 

neutral discipline’, pointed out that his agency had won more sales promotion awards 

than any other agency in Europe; of these 110 awards no less than 46 different types of 

media were used to promote sales. The debate, at the House of Commons, was sponsored 

by The Institute of Sales Promotion and chaired by The Rt Hon Ann Widdecombe MP. 

 

Simon Mahoney believed this was media neutrality in practice. He went on to discuss the role 

of sales promotion, its importance and indeed the plethora of media it uses to reach 

consumers. He stressed that sales promotion adds value and does not support cutting prices. If 

its primary role is to add value rather than cut price how can it be other than media neutral? 

Adding value takes place where consumers consume, not just where they sit and watch, or 

read, listen or log on. Of course, that is where a message reaches a mass audience and thereby 

creates awareness but very often only sales promotion reaches consumers where they buy and 

consume. ‘Advertising may take the horse to water, but sales promotion makes it drink’. 

 

The media choice of sales promotion is rich and varied. It uses every media it needs to reach 

its audience, including TV, radio, press, posters but much more besides, including: product 

packaging, direct mail, experiential, sampling, digital, point of sale, third party, sponsorship, 

text and web. Yet few of these are considered by ad agencies as media.  Direct mail is seldom 

on advertising’s radar. Simon Mahoney used Tesco Clubcard to illustrate his argument. “You 

can reach Tesco Clubcard holders via Tesco.com, direct mail to their Clubcard database, their 

Clubcard Magazine and in-store. 

 

Simon Mahoney stressed that consumers are active, not passive. He argued that over the last 

few years ad agencies have lost a vital core product offering. Media selection and buying has 

now been lost to media specialists. Some are now suggesting that TV is too fragmented and 

expensive and some recommend direct marketing. Yet many direct marketing agencies, if 

asked to extend direct mail will select TV, press or radio. He went on “They tend to overlook 

the fact that 95% of direct marketing carries a sales promotion and that over 70% of purchase 

decisions are made at the point of purchase” A pack is a fantastically effective media in its 

own right and an on-pack promotion cuts through at the point of purchase by making a 

product stand out from the crowd. When consumers are out shopping they are out consuming, 

they are ready to try, taste, smell, experience, touch, feel, watch and buy. The appropriately 

tagged experiential marketing is a communication vehicle that encompasses many different 

media within it. 
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Simon Mahoney suggested that posters are a static, passive medium. Compared with this a 

neutral SP agency will propose: road shows, experiential events, sampling, demonstrations, 

competitions, virtual reality experiences, text messages sent as the shopper passes the store, 

and point of sale in the window and at the point of purchase.  Messages can be sent via loyalty 

card mailings, targeted door drops, direct mail, email, web and so on. 

 

Sales promotion will select whatever media reaches consumers where they consume and 

which can be evaluated effectively. It may well be on TV or radio, where commercials 

frequently advertise promotions, direct mail with a call to action, or a pack promotion. “This 

morning”, he said, “over 60 on-pack promotions are on display at Sainsbury’s”. 

 

Simon Mahoney argued that sales promotion, by its very dictate to ‘promote sales’ has to be 

media neutral and traditional ad agencies that only see five media as a solution to reach and 

promote a brand or service to today’s engaged consumers are akin to dinosaurs. 

 

Brand Idea 

 

Opposing the motion, Grant Duncan, Chief Executive of Publicis, suggested that the motion 

carried within it the seeds of its own destruction because no discipline is media neutral. A 

discipline is an expertise, a branch of knowledge and a system of rules of conduct. 

 

The Institute of Sales Promotion’s own awards definition recognises this. It calls for entries 

that are: ‘A planned and implemented marketing activity that both enhances product or 

service appeals and changes customer behaviour positively in return for an additional benefit 

for purchase or participation’. Moreover the marketing texts books define sales promotion as 

‘short-term tactical marketing tools used to achieve specific marketing objectives during a 

defined time period’. 

 

Sales promotion cannot, by definition, be media neutral. Because real media neutrality is 

about an idea – a higher order, big thought that provided the platform for each discipline 

(whether it be sales promotion, direct marketing, the web or advertising) to deliver it and 

resonate in the most appropriate and effective way to consumers. Grant Duncan gave several 

examples of great brand ideas: for example, the Andrex puppy created a fantastic platform for 

all the disciplines to create their own appropriate expression. In the case of the sales 

promotion discipline, the campaigns were not ‘media neutral’. They were in fact the 

definition of sales promotion, as the ISP would have it ‘a marketing activity...that changes 

customer behaviour...in return for an additional benefit for purchase or participation’. 

Similarly it is not the media neutral idea that sells millions of units of Stella Artois a year. It 

might have something to do with the Brand Idea, ‘Reassuringly expensive’. Grant Duncan 

suggested that Tesco’s Clubcard and its Computers for Schools promotion were based on its 

brand idea ‘Every little helps’, which has informed everything that Tesco does. Asda’s 

bottom-patting punters is a Brand Idea founded on Every Day Low Prices, in many ways a 

complete antithesis of sales promotion. Asda is less interested in BOGOFs, 3 for 2s and 20% 

extra, because they are antithetical to its philosophy which is about a guarantee of low prices 

every day, nor just when the brand owner needs a short-term sales spike. Grant Duncan went 

on to look at the way sales promotion as a dominant feature could actually destroy a brand, 

citing the Hoover fiasco in 1992, when free flights were offered with a Hoover product. This 

cost Hoover £20 million to put right. 

 

Media neutrality is not the activity of a single discipline. The successful examples which 

Grant Duncan gave were brand ideas that were skilfully articulated by those disciplines that 

were needed to ensure that the messages got to the end customer in the most compelling and 

effective way – be it advertising, direct marketing or sales promotion. 
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Grant Duncan commented that the subject of this debate seemed to suggest that sales 

promotion has the right and ability to drive the whole communication process and to take 

ownership of any message: that it is the sole driver of sales and delivering value. Sales 

promotion, like advertising is a discipline which is an integral art of a brand’s strategy, 

complementing and enhancing other parts of the marketing mix, but it is a servant to the 

brand ideas that are the only manifestation of true media neutrality. 

 

Do-advertising 

 

Seconding the motion, Clive Mishon, Ex-Chairman of MCCA and the CAP Sales Promotion 

Committee, questioned our understanding of the words ‘sales promotion’ and its pervasive 

importance in the marketing mix. 

 

Brewster’s Dictionary defines sales promotion as ‘the commercial term for all the methods 

used to increase the sale of commodities and to break down sales resistance’. Clive Mishon 

suggested that ‘increasing sales’ is at the heart of what all those who work in marketing set 

out to do, irrespective of the lead discipline to which they profess their allegiances. If this is 

the case all those in marketing work in ‘sales promotion’ and it is therefore discipline neutral. 

 

Marshall McLuhan wrote 'The medium is the massage’ which has been corrupted to ‘the 

medium is the message’. However, Clive Mishon does not believe that either McLuhan or 

advertising agencies are right to put the media ahead of the message. It is the content that is 

king and it is the message that drives the recipient to respond – not simply the media in which 

it appears. 

 

Clive Mishon contended that it is the art of sales promotion, when working at its best, that 

delivers a great and compelling message that causes the consumers to act, participate and 

respond. It is this message that has the power to be adopted and adapted to any medium. He 

called this form of action message ‘do-advertising. All ‘do-advertising’ is promotion, 

irrespective of the channel of media across which it is broadcast or narrowcast. ‘Do-nothing 

advertising’ focuses on establishing strong emotional relationships between the brand and its 

customers and giving the brands their appeal for which consumers are prepared to pay a 

premium. The art of ‘do-nothing advertising’ is as vital as that of ‘do-advertising. Whilst it is 

the role of sales promotion to make the horse drink, it is do-nothing advertising that brings the 

horse to the water in the first place. So they ideally complement one another. 

 

The traditional advertisers focus their messages on the traditional and their creative directors 

view media such as TV, cinema, posters, press and radio as sexier. But once this message 

includes a tangible reason to purchase and a call to action, it becomes ‘do-advertising’ and 

crosses the line to become sales promotion. Clive Mishon argued “ I cannot think of a single 

brand that does not use sales promotion as a means to engage every part of its audience, 

whether it is via broadcast, direct or digital, and cherishes the art of promotion because of its 

ability to be so effective across the specific media it adopts”. 

 

Agencies operating in the ‘do-advertising’ space are relishing the convergence of media. 

Clive Mishon cited Dixon’s and Unilever which are questioning traditional media. TV is no 

longer the lead medium for integrated communications. 

 

There is no single medium that dominates a campaign. Research has shown that we see 3,000 

advertising messages in a day. Therefore the media are going to be a combination that 

captures consumers in their homes, on their mobiles, via their PCs, in their workplace and all 

the way to where they actually make their purchase decisions. And the role of this advertising 

must be to sell more. 
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Sales promotion cannot be written off as being a discipline that is either contained within 

any channel or constrained by any techniques – it is so much more. 

 

Sales promotion is the tool that increases the sale of a commodity. Clive Mishon concluded: 

“I can think of no other tool that is so versatile and so prevalent across every media”. 

 

Non-neutrality 

 

Seconding the motion Paul Edwards, Chief Strategy Officer, Publicis, began with some 

relevant quotations: a Chinese proverb ‘ Be careful of worshipping the teapot, instead of 

drinking the tea’. and Charles Darwin: ‘In the long history of humankind...those who learned 

to collaborate and improvise most effectively have prevailed’. Paul Edwards contended that 

no discipline is media neutral per se. Ideas are media neutral: either the definition is so broad 

as to be meaningless or so narrow that the proposition is false. He argued that sales promotion 

should be gloriously non-neutral. It should be media specific. It is not about creating an 

image.  It is about provoking a specific action, getting someone actually to do something. It is 

the final act in the jigsaw. Sales promotion should not be media neutral but selective of media 

to get as close as possible to the purchase decision. 

 

Paul Edwards believes that sales promotion should be biased towards what it is good at. 

“Don’t be jack of all trades. Be master of one. Sales promotion is about activation, being at 

the right place at the right time”. This is a strategic opportunity. Clients want help at the point 

of sale. The big questions here are about value e.g. the cost of a gondola vs mid-aisle. 

 

Either sales promotion means absolutely everything or it has a clear role in the purchase 

cycle. A message is not a discipline. A campaign is made up of a series of mechanics, but 

each one is part of a brand building idea to help get sales. It is ideas which are media neutral, 

not sales promotion. And it really matters what medium you choose. Far from being media 

neutral we should be highly selective in making the perfect and exact media choice. We have 

to persuade consumers to choose our brands. To do this we must focus on the receiver of the 

message, not the transmitter. 

 

Paul Edwards contended that turf wars do not help. We each have to do what we do best. He 

concluded, “ Media neutrality is for wimps”. 

 

 

 

 

Discussion from the floor 

 

For the motion 

 

– The contributor argued for collaboration rather than a turf war. Sales promotion is 

short-term and tactical, but it has now become technology savvy. People in sales 

promotion know how to market and communicate with consumers; they also know 

how to sell and complete the deal. In the ’70s sales orientation was 1% of Marcom; it 

is now 50%. 

 

– The Hoover promotion was successful is getting factories working full out. 

Advertising agencies have been heard to say that sales promotion means twice the 

work for half the money.  

 

– The contributor used ‘The Apprentice’ as an illustration of the different perspectives. 

The blonde was the personification of ‘media neutral’. 
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Against the motion 

 

– Neutral implies no bias. If there were no bias, you would use all media equally. Most 

campaigns are modifications of previous ones – what suits the client and will achieve 

his aims. Marketing is more media neutral than sales promotion. 

 

– What we really support are brand ideas to sell the product and sales promotion to 

promote them. Sales promotion gets the cut-through. It is not media neutral. Brand 

ideas deliver neutrality. 

 

– Everybody tries to grab the high ground. Sales promotion is a very valuable part of the 

marketing mix, but it does not encompass everything. 

 

Summing-up 

 

Grant Duncan suggested that the proposers of the motion had created a very narrow argument 

regarding the ascendancy of the sales promotion discipline and had resorted to knocking the 

traditional agency. 

 

The argument should be about what is going to work in a highly competitive world. 

 

Media neutrality is not about any single discipline. Both sales promotion and advertising are 

critical disciplines and integral parts of the brand message to enhance and complement the big 

idea. 

 

Simon Mahoney stressed that he was not taking the high ground. However, the traditional 

approach stayed with the five main media. The sales promotion agency will consider 22 other 

media.  

 

Advertising builds brands. Sales promotion differentiates the message, using hosts of media. 

It provides added incentives regardless of the media.  Sales promotion is also used by the 500 

or so brands that don’t have the budgets to reach consumers through traditional media. 

 

The result 

 

The motion was defeated by a show of hands. 

 

Next Debate 

 

The next debate will take place on Monday 10
th

 July 2006, sponsored by The Advertising 

Association. Details from Debating Group Secretary, Doreen Blythe (Tel: 020 8202 5854)  e-

mail: dblythe@varinternational.com           
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