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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Business Results Period (Consecutive Months):  April 2008 – April 2009  
Start of Advertising/Communications Effort:  April 2008 
Base Period for Comparison:    2007 Calendar Year 
 
a)  Synopsis of the Case  
In late 2007, Nissan brand awareness and share in Québec had been flat and stagnating 
for the past two years. Crossover Note 16. Although it did not have the sales, market 
share or budgets of Toyota, Honda and Mazda (the leaders in Québec), Nissan saw an 
opportunity to reposition the brand and completely rethink its advertising activities and 
investments. 
 
b)  Summary of Business Results 
Nissan recorded its largest-ever percentage growth in sales in 2008—23.4%.  This 
compared to the average 4% increase for all manufacturers in the province. And  
despite the especially difficult economic context, the results continued into the early 
months of 2009, with sales exceeding monthly targets three months out of four. 

 
SITUATION ANALYSIS 
 

a) Overall assessment 
 

In the fall of 2007, Nissan’s SOV and brand awareness were low in Québec and the 
media presence was of great concern. Competition had increased enormously over the 
preceding few years because most American manufacturers, when competing with 
Japanese automakers, had become very aggressive on pricing, discounting and financing. 
 
While Nissan is a Japanese brand, the leadership of Honda and Toyota in product and 
advertising, particularly in Québec, was the main obstacle to Nissan’s sales. 
 
b) Resulting business objectives 

 

• Increase Nissan sales (2007 target: 21,000; initial 2008 target: 23,000). 
 

• Establish an original creative campaign for Québec to increase awareness, 
appreciation and purchase intention. 
 

• Completely rethink the communications strategy, including media planning. 
 
 

c) Budget Range/Share of Voice 

Over $5 million, Quebec only 
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STRATEGY & INSIGHT 
a)  Analysis and Insight 
Automobile manufacturers’ advertising efforts fall into two categories: brand campaigns and 
retail campaigns. For some time there has been a disconnect between the two. 
 
One of the main insights into the Québec retail automobile market is its higher 
preoccupation with value for money compared to the rest of Canada.  
 
Average income is lower in Québec, even if the gap is narrowing, than in other provinces 
(except Atlantic Canada), and Nissan vehicles are still perceived as expensive (although 
this perception has moderated in recent years). 
 
b)  Communications Strategy 
 

We decided to create one campaign for Nissan in Québec that combines brand and retail, 
Crossover Note 10 to build a strong brand that is accessible, reliable, effective and 
connects with Quebecers. 
 
Nissan’s target is adult men and women 25-54, educated and well informed.  They want a 
good deal, without compromising overall quality, performance and fuel efficiency. 
 
Since small vehicles are the majority in Québec, the decision, unlike in the ROC, was to 
focus on four models that generate volume: Versa, Sentra, Altima and Rogue – rather 
than dilute effort (and impact) with the complete line. In 2007, four of the five most 
popular vehicles sold in Québec were small cars, while four of the five most popular 
models in the ROC were full-size pickup trucks. 
 
Two Nissan models, Versa and Sentra, represent 60% of sales in Québec. So the budget 
and creative priorities in the new communications strategy focused on these two models. 
 
 
CREATIVE EXECUTION  
 

Nissan took ownership of the overarching phrase: “Gros bon sens.” There’s no exact 
equivalent in English but the literal equivalent “Big Common Sense” gives the idea of 
straight-ahead common sense. Crossover Note 1. It had multiple applications: 
 

• with various models; 
• with the  proprietary technology; 
• to establish rapid credibility for price and product through third-party 

endorsement by the Gros bon sens character (see later); 
• with the Nissan corporate team and the retailer network throughout Québec. 

Crossover Note 32.  
 
This concept helped alter the Québec perception that Nissans are expensive. And the 
concept was so generous, friendly and relevant that it created a strong and positive 
Québec personality for the brand. 
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Gros bon sens was the central concept for the campaign and was applied to every 
component, including newspaper, online and POS in dealerships. On television, Gros bon 
sens was an approachable guy who arrives at a Nissan plant and connects with employees, 
engineers, receptionist, etc. He’s not a spokesman or Nissan employee. Rather, he’s the 
symbol of Nissan and its products. 
 
The actor was selected to embody all the elements of the role. He represents the typical 
consumer, is uncomplicated, likeable, has no pretensions and displays an obvious and 
natural logic. In choosing an actor who was not widely known we were also able to 
associate him exclusively with the brand. 
 
Since Nissan does not have the revenues of Honda, it does not have the means to compete 
with the campaigns of Martin Matte, Québec’s advertising leader in this niche for many 
years. The creative strategy was to use intelligent humour in order to get the same impact, 
creating an entirely new personality that strikes a strong chord in Québec: Gros bon sens. 
The campaign launched in April with three TV messages: 
 

• The intro message shows the arrival of the Gros bon sens character at Nissan: 
 

 
 

• The Versa message has Gros bon sens working with engineers at the Nissan plant 
to ensure that it is the best vehicle possible: 

 

 
 

• The Sentra message has Gros bon sens making recommendations for the sedan:  
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Added to the three TV ads were a newspaper teaser ad and newspaper ads, a web banner 
and POS materials for dealerships, all under the Gros bon sens theme. A few examples: 
 

          
 

     
 
 
Five more TV ads followed, as well as newspaper, POS and web banners. Some 
magazine and outdoor also covered July to December.  
 

• A second Versa ad in July («Coup de foudre»): 
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• Sales and lease ad in September («Achat location»): 

 
 

• A Rogue ad in November: 

 
 

• Outdoor billboards in June: 

       
 
 

• Web banners in September: 
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The campaign continued into early 2009, with new material produced with very small 
budgets but big impact: Nissan created its own 2009 Guide du gros bon sens, a response 
to the many car-buying guides in Québec. Again, here are a few examples: 
 
TV message («GBS 2010 Versa»): 

 
 
POS material and newspaper ad: 

          
 
MEDIA EXECUTION  
This was totally new, and included: 
 

• Foundation media of television (reach/connection) and full page four-colour 
newspapers (convincing) 

• Significant increase in newspapers (like Mazda, Toyota and Honda) 
• Withdrawal of radio to allow for more concentration in TV (recall) 
• Increased web presence as well as search engine key words 
• Secondary media such as magazines and outdoor billboards 
• Maximized investments in spring and fall (main months for sales) 
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BUSINESS RESULTS 
 Nissan recorded the largest percentage sales growth in its history in Québec at 

23.4% with a total of 28,286 vehicles sold in 2008, placing the company in the top 
ranks among all automobile manufacturers in the province. The result was 
exceptional compared with the 4% increase for all manufacturers in Quebec. 

 
 This was equivalent to a 19% increase in market share (from 5.52% to 6.57%), 

another outstanding result. Nissan soared to the Number 2 rank in Québec for the 
first time. 

 
 Despite the especially difficult economic context, the results continued into 2009, 

with sales exceeding monthly targets three months out of four. 
 
 

CAUSE & EFFECT BETWEEN ADVERTISING AND RESULTS 
Sales of Nissan vehicles in Québec were up by 23.4% in 2008. This compared favourably 
with Nissan’s situation in the ROC during the same period: sales were up by 8.7% in 
2008, with a different media strategy and creative campaign. Other brand indicators 
confirmed (reports from GFK - end of 2008 vs end of 2007): 
 

• Opinion of Nissan more than doubled from 16 points to 35, this being the 
reference point for a healthy brand. It is the highest level reached in Nissan 
history. 

 
• Nissan saw 1-year purchase intentions increase from 5.8% to 9.7% – by far  
 the biggest increase vs. the competition (only one other manufacturer seeing a 
 slight increase). 
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RESULTS - COMPLEMENTARY INFORMATION  
 

The second year of the Gros bon sens campaign started a few months ago and is going 
well. We are seeing continuing positive results – an important point, without getting into 
all the details, since the context is different (difficult economy, declining media 
investment, evolution of the campaign for the second season).  
 
Two new Gros bon sens television ads were produced and aired in the spring, and an 
OMNIBUS Survey conducted by Ipsos Descarie (June 2009) confirmed these results:  
 

 The ads obtained consistent and very positive results in Montréal and the rest 
of Québec. Recall levels were 66% and 75% in Montréal, and 75% and 83% in 
the rest of Québec. In both cases, the results were above the norms of 61% for 
Montréal and 67% for the rest of Québec. 
 

 Respondents not only recalled the ads, but appeared to do so fondly, with 
appreciation levels that exceeded the norms in each market. In total, 71% in 
Montréal appreciated the advertisements “somewhat” or “very much” while 74% 
in the rest of Québec felt the same way. These were both above the 66% norm. 

 
 55% of respondents were able to correctly identify Nissan as the sponsor of 

the advertisements. This was superior to the 50% norm. 
 
 
A second survey during the same period confirmed the results. The “Dominance” column 
in Infopresse magazine (see next page) quoted the following:  
 

• For the first time, Nissan was ranked #1 for the most-noticed advertising – all 
media, all advertisers 
 

• Nissan also was ranked #1 for most-noticed advertising in television 
 
• Nissan was ranked #2 for appreciation of messages, just behind Honda. It was the 

first time that Nissan was a contender in the competition, dominated for several 
years by Honda. 
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