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Practice exam question 

Marketing mix 
Mark Hage 

Sample answer and examiner comments for the question on p. 14 of the magazine. 

Sample answer 
One reason product may be the most important element of the marketing mix is that businesses such 
as Apple have built their competitive advantage through innovative technology such as the iPhone X. 
For example, Apple has used the design mix to meet the needs of customers who wanted a 
smartphone that could be unlocked without entering any passwords, the ‘function’ element. The facial 
recognition system and the other innovative features of the iPhone X took 3 years to develop, 
contributing to research and development costs for Apple of £3 billion per year. As a consequence of 
creating the iPhone X, Apple was able to add significant value to its latest smartphone while also 
giving the business a substantial competitive advantage in terms of technology and customer demand, 
compared to rivals such as Samsung. With a phone that was clearly market-orientated, Apple was 
able to charge an unheard-of selling price of £999 per phone, an example of a price skimming, while 
maintaining a high level of product inelasticity. This led to unprecedented demand for the iPhone X of 
50 million units, very high profit margins and substantial profits in early 2018. The iPhone X also 
become a so-called ‘halo product’ for Apple, with the amount invested in innovation ‘rubbing off’ on the 
demand for Apple’s lower-priced products such as the iPhone 8. 

However, businesses like Apple are able to take significant risks when looking at the design mix and 
the perceived anticipated needs of potential customers in terms of product. Apple has an 
unprecedented amount of retained profits of $250 billion to ensure that if the product does not meet 
the expectations of customers it is able to ‘rebound’ from poor sales and lower profits. However, for 
businesses that simply rely on the product element of the marketing mix and mistakenly place their 
trust in a product-orientated approach the risks of being overtaken by innovative businesses are high. 
Dyson’s innovative bagless vacuum cleaners tackled the customer problems with carpet cleaning 
products getting easily blocked and being difficult to clean. Hoover, the US market leader, failed to 
recognise the need to react to customer concerns about its product. Five years after Dyson launched 
in America, Dyson became the biggest seller of vacuum cleaners, having a market share of 33%. 
Clearly product alone is unlikely to ensure the long-term success of some businesses.   

Promotion is an area of the marketing mix that may be regarded as more important. Currently 
promotion appears to be very dynamic, with the rise of ‘influencers’ and social media as a means to 
make products known to current and potential customers. Even if a product such as the iPhone X is 
the most technologically advanced, the product needs to be marketed to customers using the 
promotional mix. Influencers such as James Charles have a large audience of followers on social 
media platforms such as YouTube and Instagram, that companies such as Apple traditionally have not 
been able to tap into. 
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This form of promotion has been used by cosmetic brand Morphe to market their products through 
Charles and his online tutorials, taking advantage of his millions of global followers to promote its 
eyeshadow products. Such businesses are able to access a huge market with comparatively little 
investment in advertising budgets, traditionally used by established brands such as Boots No7 and 
L’Oréal. As a consequence, even though Morphe’s products are not significantly different from others 
in the market, it is able to take advantage of an influencer’s reputation when selling its product to 
customers whose demographic and social profile fit closely to the product. This has been one of the 
factors leading to Morphe’s success in online sales and the recent valuing of the business at $2billion. 
It could therefore be said that for products that are very similar in a market, promotion rather than 
product is increasingly becoming the component of the marketing mix that gives a competitive 
advantage. However, Morphe’s success still requires a competitive product that adopts an appropriate 
pricing strategy. As a relatively new brand, undertaking a similar pricing strategy to Apple and the 
iPhone X would likely have meant low sales regardless of the sophisticated promotion offered via 
social media. Morphe’s use of competitive pricing of $20 for an eye makeup palette meant the risk of 
poor sales was averted and encouraged wary customers to try the product. 

In conclusion, it would be a risky strategy for a business to focus purely on product when considering 
the marketing mix. Clearly, without a market-orientated product, operating in a competitive market is 
likely to risk failure. Polaroid, the once famous camera manufacturer, failed to recognise the 
importance of digital cameras, ending with bankruptcy the 2000s. Therefore, a great product is the 
start rather than the most important element of the marketing mix. Increasingly digital presence both in 
terms of place for doing business and increasingly in more innovative ways of promoting products are 
critical to the success of a business. With young people in the UK watching a third less television and 
their increasing use of digital media platforms to be informed and entertained, traditional promotional 
techniques need to give way to promotion on social media by influencers such as the Kardashians. All 
this needs to be balanced with adopting the right pricing strategy to entice customers to purchase from 
businesses. To remain successful this illusive combination of the marketing mix rather than focusing 
on one element, product, is the only way to ensure long-term survival and growth. Businesses must 
maintain their dynamism. 

Examiner comments 
Mark: 20/20 (Level 4) — an excellent response fully focused on the question 

The answer starts with a clear understanding of product and its importance in the marketing mix. A 
depth and range of knowledge and understanding is demonstrated that is precise and well-selected. 
Analysis occurs throughout and is applied effectively with the use of contextual examples to add 
depth. The student compares other elements of the marketing mix with the importance of product, and 
the conclusion looks at the wider risks of ignoring any element of the mix. 
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