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Yes you are, says David Gent of specialist TV buying agency David Gent Creative

Time was, you needed a spend running into hundreds of thousands to even think of advertising 
on television. Plus a Hollywood budget for the commercial. Although the major brands still do 
spend big bucks, the digital revolution means that you can now test market your brand on TV 
for less than, say, £50k. What’s more your commercial could well appear in the same peak time 
breaks as the household names and have much the same live-action impact.

It still sounds expensive
Let’s face it, most marketing, especially business-to-consumer advertising, carries 

a significant price tag, but it drives growth. 'Advertise or die' was the old saying 

and research suggest that still holds true. Besides, if you add up an alternative 

spend on directories, local press, print or online, you’ll find TV is very 

competitive, especially on a cost-per-thousand basis. Even with relatively minor 

channels or regions, you’d be reaching thousands more people than through 

other advertising media, so the returns can be equally substantial.

Does anybody still watch TV?
You’re joking. The chattering classes might dine out or visit the theatre, but most of us 

spend the majority of our leisure time watching TV. About 26 hours a week on average or 

12 years in a lifetime. It’s our most important source of relaxation, far more than reading, 

sleeping, drinking and spending time with the family. We also talk about TV more than any 

other single subject and discuss last night’s programmes at work. It’s known as the ‘water 

cooler effect’ and this has a spin-off effect on the advertising. Which may explain why 

people say they respond better to TV commercials than any other form of advertising.
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David Gent is MD of David Gent Creative, which specialises in bringing new advertisers to television 

and has offices in Lancashire and Essex. 

He can be contacted on 01706 220388, at david@davidgent.com or via the website at 

www.davidgent.com

Can I appear in my commercial?
You could, although having seen some ill-judged executive appearances in TV 

commercials, I’d advise you to resist a presenting role, unless you happen to be a 

professional artist. Still, you, your staff and friends could always feature as extras, 

since it cuts costs and adds to the involvement, but do ensure your faces fit the 

intended customer profile. You don’t want oldies projecting a ‘yoof’ image, for 

instance. Digital technology and hand-held cameras mean live-action location and 

studio shoots are affordable, so your commercials will compare favourably with the 

big brands screened alongside. What’s known as post-production, editing the 

footage and adding the graphics, voice over and music, also adds perceived value. 

Don’t forget the dreaded BACC clearances either, to ensure your ad is ‘legal, decent 

and honest’, but that’s another story…

So I’ll talk to my local TV contractor
You could do. But be realistic, there’s no magic aura surrounding TV 

advertising execs. It's not as if they're just taking a break from presenting the 

news, they’re the same as any media rep. If you talk to ITV sales rep’s they’ll 

recommend ITV, Sky guys will convince you digital is best, and so on – and 

those platforms may not be right for you or your target audience. On the 

other hand, a recognised TV buying agency will advise which platform is best 

for you, how many ratings to buy, which programming to target, then stay 

around to ensure the airtime is fully delivered (it can happen otherwise). 

What’s more, we receive a commission from the TV contractors, so agency 

involvement and expertise costs you nothing.



Aren’t there too many channels?
The development of digital TV, through Sky, Freeview and cable, means there are 

hundreds of channels to choose from, as an advertiser and a viewer. It’s referred 

to as the fragmentation of TV, although that is by no means ‘a bad thing’. Smaller 

channels with smaller audiences means lower ratings and lower prices. Also, 

some of the bigger digital channels, especially those benefiting from cross-

platform promotions like E4 and ITV2, are delivering growing numbers of 

viewers. That means, through careful channel and programme targeting, you can 

afford to advertise nationally on TV.

Don’t people avoid ads anyway?
This is the ‘ad avoidance’ issue that’s been seized upon by national newspapers and 

commercial radio, for obvious reasons, which relates to PVRs or personal video 

recorders, like Sky+. The doom mongers suggest this spells the end for 

commercials, but the vested interests of broadcasters and equipment makers mean 

that won’t happen. Besides, the penetration of PVRs is still relatively low, at around 

4%, and owners tend to watch more TV than average. Advertising recall in PVR 

homes is the same as in terrestrial TV homes and the clarity of pictures at 30x fast 

forward still enables ad-skipping viewers to take in brand information. More 

significantly, what is referred to as appointment-to-view programming, the big soaps 

and dramas, is still watched live, complete with commercial breaks. In fact, time-shift 

viewing of these shows is less than one per cent.

Isn’t ITV losing viewers?
ITV, like the other terrestrial channels, is losing share to the digital network, but it 

still delivers the largest proportion of viewers, both regionally and nationally. ITV 

produces the most-watched programmes and is viewed by 82% of us each week 

and 93% in any one month. It delivers, as TV buyers say, ‘the big impacts’ and it’s the 

fastest way to get people through your door, goods off the shelf or traffic to your 

phone/website. But, of course, if you use it nationally or in the highly populated regions 

like London, Central or Southern, the investment is much higher.

I don’t have national distribution
Two solutions. Either channel the response through an e-commerce website or 

call centre, then distribute via a courier or good old parcel post. Or, if your 

enterprise is purely local or regional, there’s the ITV regions (Granada, Anglia, 

HTV etc) and other macro platforms (Ch 4/5 North, South, Scotland). There 

are even micro areas within ITV regions that make advertising still cheaper, yet 

you appear to the viewer as a national brand.

I make tea during ad breaks
You must drink an awful lot of tea. Anyway, that’s the beauty of the accountability of TV 

advertising, which is underpinned by the independent BARB audience research panel. It 

measures who’s watching what every minute of the day, including the ad breaks. Not only 

does BARB technology take into account PVR usage, even playback of stored content, it 

registers that viewing figures are higher for programmes than for commercials, and that 

centre ad breaks have higher ratings than end-of-programme breaks. That’s the beauty 

of audited audience measurement, you only pay for the viewers that actually watched 

your commercial, known individually as a ‘spot’, and 

much of an advertising agency’s work concerns 

monitoring ratings delivery and ensuring campaigns achieve target.

What if no-one sees my spot?
That’s not going to happen, partly because you don’t buy just one advertising spot, you 

book a package of spots or a complete campaign. Basically, TV is bought on the basis of 

percentage target audience coverage and frequency of viewing the commercial, so you’ll 

rarely build a campaign around one spot, unless it's centre break of the World Cup Final 

(which you probably couldn’t afford). Other than when 

buying on a spot-by-spot basis, 

which is increasingly unusual, if any 

of your commercial airings receives 

a ‘zero rating’ then you don’t pay 

for it. It’s free. Since some of these 

zero-rated spots actually still attract 

some viewers, perhaps thousands, a 

proportion of day-time or late-night 

zero spots can secure additional 

coverage at no extra cost.

So I am big enough for TV
Almost certainly, if you allocate any reasonable proportion of turnover to marketing, then 

TV is a realistic proposition; even for B2B and niche products, if you select the right 

channels and programming for your audience. For a first-timer, it’s often best to approach it 

as a test marketing campaign and if it works, by increasing customer traffic, selling more 

products, keeping dealers sweet or raising your brand profile, then roll out the campaign on 

a bigger scale, to other periods, other regions, other platforms. That way it becomes a self-

generating investment, and many brands have grown that way. Although be aware that TV 

airtime prices fluctuate seasonally according to demand, so it might be best to avoid times 

when big brands are competing for spots and effectively driving costs higher.
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