SECOND EDITION

RATINGS
ANALYSIS

Fhe Theory and Practice of Audience Research

James G. Webster ¢ Patricia F. Phalen
Lawrence W. Lichty




SECOND EDITION

RATINGS ANALYSIS

The Theory and Practice of Audience Research

James G. Webster ¢ Patricia F. Phalen « Lawrence W. Lichty

“The authors have created the definitive source on audience research and its role in the media and
advertising businesses today. They are lto be commended for masterfully setting the theoretical and
methodological aspects of the research into the context of real-world decision making. The inclusion of
dot-com audience measurement and the clear, concise taxonomy of research types in the new introduction
are outstanding. Ratings Analysis is my handbook when introducing both the U.S. ratings systems and media
business to colleagues and clients around the world. it is highly readable and insightful.”
—Jayne Zenaty Spittler, PhD
Senior Vice President, Global Media Research Director, Starcom Worldwide

“In Ratings Analysis, the authors employ a compelling blend of academic rigor and practical applicatians to
introduce the reader to the many different types of audience research, the intricacies of their use, andl thei
applications to questions of interest to media executives, scholars, and regulators. This book is‘a must re@d
for anyone seeking to better understand the many uses of audience research in media markets.”
—Steven S. Wilgman

James H. Quello Professor of Telecommunication Studies, Michigan State University

“Without a doubt, this is the most well-written and comprehensive book on the subject of ratings analysis and
audience measurement that | have come across in over 20 years as a media research executive./C.early
professionals and students alike will benefit from this rich resource of information which highlights, /in great
detail, the intricacies of the audience measurement business ... | was particularly impressed with the; section
on audience research in financial analysis—an area of responsibility in my research department that
has grown equal in importance to the understanding of audience research in advertising and
programming.’
—Bruce K. Rosenblum
Senior Vice President, Media Research, Warner Bros.

“The world of electronic media is changing fast. The new edition of Ratings Analysis meets the needs of both

practitioners and scholars who have to keep up with new techniques of audience measurement. Authoritative,
thorough, and well-organized, it is an ideal introduction to its subject and also a valuable referenge work.”

—Leo Bogart, author, The Age of Television and Commercial Culture

Euthors] move

e e |11 S

tive, and often are entertaining. As a text, students will finQ oncree examples especially helpful; as a
reference, those who teach, write, or do research involving audlences ‘will find the complete source for their
needs.” .

“The second edition of Ratings Analysis deserves a wa
teaches about or inquires in a scholarly manner into mas{

'eryone who

—George Comstock
S.1. Newhouse Professor of Public Communications, Syractse University

“Ratings are the major currency of the media industry
with direct impacts on programming, advertising, and ISBN 0-8058-3099-5
social policy. This edition guides the reader to an under-
standing of the complex interplay of industry,
academic, and policy influences on the development and
use of commercial audience research ... Like no one

Nati(’)nal Assaociation of Broadcasters 9 78(!05 830996

else can, these authors show us how to know our audi-
—Richard V. Ducey, PhD
ISBN 0-8058-3099-5

800 CI)

ence.”
Senior Vice President, Research & Information Group,




Ratings Analysis

The Theory and Practice
of Audience Research

Second Edition




LEA'S COMMUNICATION SERIES
Jennings Bryant/Dolf Zillmann, General Editors

Selected titles in Broadcasting (James E. Fletcher, Advisory Editor) include:

Beville * Audience Ratings—Radio, Television, Cable—Revised
Edition

MacFarland ¢ Future Radio Programming Strategies, Second
Edition: Cultivating Listenership in the Digital Age

Metallinos ¢ Television Aesthetics: Perceptual, Cognitive, and
Compositional Bases

Orlik ¢ Electronic Media Criticism: Applied Perspectives

For a complete list of other titles in LEA's Communication Series, please contact
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publishers



Ratings Analysis

The Theory and Practice
of Audience Research

Second Edition

James G. Webster

Northwestern University

Patricia E. Phalen
The George Washington University

Lawrence W. Lichty

Northwestern University

IE LAWRENCE ERLBAUM ASSOCIATES, PUBLISHERS
2000 Mahwah, New Jersey London




Copyright © 2000 by Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any
form, by photostat, microfilm, retrieval system, or any other means,
without prior written permission of the publishet

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc., Publishers
10 Industrial Avenue
Mahwah, NJ 07430

lz:over design by Kathryn Houghtaling Lagl

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Webster, James G.
Ratings analysis : the theory and practice of audience research /
James G. Webster, Patricia F Phalen, Lawrence W. Lichty.— 2nd ed.
p- Cm. — (LEA's communication series)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-8058-3098-7 (cloth) — ISBN 0-8058-3099-5 (pbk)
1. Television programs—Ratings—Methodology. 2. Television viewers.
3. Radio programs—Ratings—Methodology. 4. Radio audiences.
[. Title. II. Series. III. Phalen, Patricia E IV. Lichty, Lawrence
Wilson.
HE8700.65 W42 1999
384.54'3—dc21 99-41179
CIp

Books published by Lawrence Erlbaum Associates are printed on
acid-free paper, and their bindings are chosen for strength and durability.

Printed in the United States of America

10 987 65 4 3




To

Debra Webster
John and Betty Phalen
Sandra Lichty




World Radio Histor




Contents

Preface ix

PART I: APPLICATIONS

1 An Introduction to Audience Research 1
2 Audience Research in Advertising 13
3 Audience Research in Programming 35
4 Audience Research in Financial Analysis 51
5 Audience Research in Social Policy 69

PART II: RESEARCH DATA

6 The Audience Measurement Business 81
7 Audience Research Methods 99
8 Ratings Research Products 127

PART III: ANALYTICAL TECHNIQUES
9 Understanding Audience Behavior 158




CONTENTS

10 Audience Ratings: Analysis of Gross Measures 185
11 Audience Ratings: Analysis of Cumulative Measures 209
Appendix A: DMA Market Rankings 228
Appendix B: Glossary 235
Bibliography and Additional Sources 253
Author Index 265

Subject Index 369



Preface

As we noted in the preface to the first edition, this book was written with two
groups of people in mind. First, it is intended for anyone who needs more than a
superficial understanding of audience research. This would certainly include
many people who work in advertising, the electronic media, and related indus-
tries. For them, audience data are a fact of life. Whether they have been specifi-
cally trained to deal with research or not, their jobs typically require them to
make use of “the numbers” when they buy and sell audiences, or make market-
ing, programming, and investment decisions. The second group includes those
who are not compelled to use audience data, but who nevertheless should know
something about it. In this group we would include academics, critics, policy-
makers, students of mass media and even interested members of the general
public. For both groups of readers, we have tried to make the book as plainspo-
ken as our subject matter allows.

None of that has changed in the second edition. But the world of audience
research has changed since the first edition of this volume was published.
Arbitron exited the business of local TV ratings, leaving the field to Nielsen
Media Research, Birch got out of the business of ratings altogether, and the
Internet arrived as an exciting new medium of communication and electronic
commerce. Along with the Internet have come new companies intent on mea-
suring the audiences of the World Wide Web. Moreover, as the media environ-
ment has become more competitive, audience ratings have become more and
more commonplace in industry and popular press alike. All of these changes
are, of course, reflected in the new edition.

The book is divided into three major sections. The first begins with a new in-
troductory chapter providing an overview of audience research in its different
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forms, from academic studies to commercial audience measurement. In subse-
quent chapters we illustrate the major applications of audience research in ad-
vertising, programming, financial analysis, and social policy. The second
section describes the nature of audience research data. It summarizes the his-
tory of the audience measurement business, the research methods most com-
monly used, and the kinds of ratings research products that are currently
available. The third section discusses the analysis of audience data. It begins by
offering a framework within which to understand mass audience behavior, and
concludes with two chapters devoted specifically to the analysis of ratings data.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We are indebted to many people for making this book a reality. First are those in-
dividuals identified in the original edition. Their contributions live on in this
new work. Since then, many others have offered us their guidance and insights.
They include Oveda Brown, Margaret Bustell, Tony Cardinale, Steve Coffey,
Steve Carver, Ed Cohen, James Duncan, Bruce Hoynowski, Barbara Jarzab,
Jack Loftus, Stacey Lynn, Laura Murray, Charles Marelli, Marla Pirner, Greg
Pomaro, Jack Wakshlag, and Ned Waugaman. We are also indebted to countless
others at different media and measurement companies for providing data and
examples of how research is used. These include Arbitron, Nielsen Media Re-
search, Media Metrix, NetRatings, SRI, The Tribune Company, Veronis,
Suhler & Associates, and the several major trade associations. Much of what is
good about this book is a credit to them. Anything that is bad we managed to in-
troduce in spite of their help.
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An Introduction
to Audience Research

Audiences are of critical importance to the mass media. They fund the industry
by buying tickets, paying for subscriptions, and renting videos. More important,
the media sell audiences to advertisers for billions of dollars. As a result, theyare
the prizes publishers and programmers constantly pursue in their quest to make
money. But radio, television, and Internet audiences are elusive commodities.
Dispersed over vast geographical areas, they remain unseen by the media and
their advertisers. It is only through audience research that they become visible.
This research, especially ratings research, is indispensable to the media’s inter-
est in building audiences and to society’s interest in understanding mass media
industries.

TYPES OF AUDIENCE RESEARCH

We begin by considering several broad categories of audience research. These
categories do not exhaust the possibilities, nor are they mutually exclusive.
They include many forms of research not discussed elsewhere in this volume.
They are offered in this chapter as a guide to help the reader distinguish the var-
ious goals, assumptions, and methodologies of audience researchers, and to ac-
quire the basic vocabulary of audience research.

Applied Versus Theoretical

Applied research is designed to provide practical information that can guide de-
cision making. Oftentimes it describes some phenomenon of interest or illumi-
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2 CHAPTER 1

nates the consequences of following a specific course of action. For these
reasons, it is sometimes called action research. Applied research typically focuses
on an immediate problem or need. Rarely is there a pretense about offering en-
during explanations of how the world works, although sometimes applied re-
search offers useful insights for grander attempts at theorizing.

Applied research is the dominant form of audience study in media industries.
In print media, examples include research on recall to determine whether peo-
ple remember seeing an advertisement, copy testing to assess the appeal or in-
formativeness of messages, and studies that describe the characteristics of
people who read various publications. In electronic media, examples include
survey research to assess the appeal of celebrities and popular music, auditorium
testing to evaluate pilot programs, and ratings research to measure the size and
composition of audiences. All of these studies have practical applications.

Another type of applied research sometimes treated as a distinct category is
methodological research. This is, essentially, research on research. As we show in
the chapters that follow, many audience research companies (e.g., Arbitron,
Nielsen, etc.) rose to prominence by developing new research methods. Their
business is selling a research product and, like any self-interested company, they
engage in product testing and development. Methodological audience research
might include questionslike: “can we measure TV viewing more accurately?” or
“how can we improve the response rate to our surveys!” or “can we design a
better questionnaire!” The section on audience data in this volume addresses
many of these issues and practices.

Theoretical research is designed to test generalized explanations of how the
world operates. If the explanations, or theories, are consistently supported by
evidence, they may have a broader usefulness than most applied research. Al-
though sometimes done in industrial settings, theoretical research is usually
conducted in the academic world. Examples include experiments dealing with
the effect of watching violence on television, studies of why individuals use me-
dia, or analyses that explain how mass audiences are formed. These studies typi-
cally go beyond the practical and specific problems of individual organizations.

Neither applied nor theoretical research is reliably identified by the investi-
gator’s method. Surveys, experiments, in-depth interviews, and content analy-
ses can all have either an applied or theoretical purpose. To further complicate
matters, a specific piece of research could conceivably serve either purpose, de-
pending upon who is reading the study and the lessons learned. This flexibility
of application is a good thing, but it does mean the boundary between applied
and theoretical research is not definite.

There is another distinction made in audience studies that overlaps with our
discussion of applied versus theoretical work. In the early 1940s Paul Lazarsfeld,
whom most regard as a founder of communication research, suggested distin-
guishing administrative from critical studies research (Lazarsfeld & Stanton,
1941). Administrative research focuses on making existing operations and in-
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stitutions function more effectively. It generally accepts the status quo as a
given and tries only to improve upon the system. Although all applied research
has an administrative purpose, administrative research can also be theoretical.
Kurt Lewin, another founder of communication research, was fond of saying,
“Nothing is as practical as a good theory” (Rogers, 1994, p. 321). In fact, for the
first half of the 20th century, much of what passed as communication theory
was administrative in character.

Critical studies are harder to define. This research makes no pretense of be-
ing useful in an administrative sense, and many critical scholars would vehe-
mently reject such use of their work. Rather, researchers who advocate a critical
approach tend to stand apart from the status quo and ask questions like: “In
whose interest is all this going on?” or “What do media mean to people?” Criti-
cal studies can certainly be based on empirical data, but they tend to be more
self-consciously ideological than most administrative audience research.
Whether they are “theoretical” in the way social scientists use the term is an in-
teresting question, but one that goes beyond the scope of this book

Quantitative Versus Qualitative

Industry researchers as well as academics often make a distinction between
quantitative and qualitative research. However, there is a good deal of impreci-
sion in how these terms are used, especially among industry professionals. A
proper academic definition would say that quantitative research reduces the ob-
ject of study to numbers. This allows for the use of statistics and facilitates the
process of reporting results across large numbers of people—a process research-
ers call aggregation. Qualitative research produces non-numeric summaries, per-
haps in the form of field notes or transcribed comments from an interview.
Qualitative investigators delve into a topic in depth, though the generalizability
of results is sometimes open to question.

Unlike the distinction between theoretical and applied research, here the
categories of research tend to be associated with particular methods. Quantita-
tive research relies heavily on surveys and experiments. For example, someone
doing a telephone survey might ask whether a respondent agrees or disagrees
with a list of statements. These answers are almost immediately converted to
numbers. Similarly, an experimenter might quantify physiological responses,
such as heart rates or eye movements.

Qualitative methods, such as group interviews or some form of observation,
usually produce non-numeric results. However, this is where some of the confu-
sion in terminology begins. To help identify patterns, investigators sometimes
assign numbers to data gathered with qualitative methods. Thus the rich text of
respondent interviews or field notes can be expressed in numbers that represent
the prevalence of ideas or phrases. The methods are still qualitative, but the sta-
tistical analysis of the results resembles quantitative research. In fact, many
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qualitative researchers in academia would deny that these studies are qualita-
tive at all. Academics often apply a more limited definition to qualitative re-
search—one that includes ideological considerations and requires that the
researcher acknowledge his or her influence on the data.

There is further inconsistency in how these terms are actually used in media
industries: quantitative research takes on a narrower meaning, whereas the la-
bel “qualitative research” is affixed to many studies that are laden with statistics.
At best scholars can try to understand conventions of categorization in the in-
dustry by offering a few examples and rules of thumb.

For most media professionals, quantitative research means audience mea-
surement—it is all about knowing the size and composition of the audience. In-
dustry researchers center their attention on some measure of exposure and a
small number of audience characteristics that interest advertisers; accuracy and
generalizability are the goals. It is this kind of information that drives media in-
dustry revenues. In the electronic media, the numbers are referred to as audi-
ence ratings. Ratings are of such overwhelming importance, that some textbook
writers simply distinguish ratings from non-ratings research (e.g., Wimmer &
Dominick, 1997).

In industry, qualitative generally means any research not focused exclusively
on audience size and composition (e.g., age, gender, etc.). This might include
studies that address less routine audience characteristics (lifestyles, values, atti-
tudes, product purchases, etc.), or work centering on causes and consequences
of exposure. While these data do not provide the hard audience estimates used
to buy and sell media, they are, by a stricter academic definition, quantita-
tive—they specify characteristics of interest reduced to statistical summaries. It
seems that mass media professionals in the real world ignore academics’
“proper” definitions.

There are truer examples of qualitative work in industry. One of the most
common qualitative methods is the focus group. This involves gathering a small
group of people and having an interviewer talk to the group at length about
some topic of interest. Krueger (1994) defines a focus group as “a carefully
planned discussion designed to obtain perceptions on a defined area of interest
in a permissive, non-threatening environment” (p. 6). Participants in focus
groups are often shown programming or products to start. Afterward a summary
and interpretation of their comments are reported. This kind of research is a
popular means to assess radio station formats, local news, program concepts,
and a host of new products.

There are also examples of qualitative research in academic settings. One
approach, which has gained popularity in the last two decades, is called audi-
ence ethnography. This is an umbrella term that describes several techniques.
Some ethnographies are very much like focus groups. Others may try to intro-
duce an observer into some place of interest, a homeless shelter or family set-
ting, for example. Still other ethnographies require the investigator to immerse
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himself or herself in the site of study for months or years. This might require the
researcher to live among the people being studied. The best ethnographies pro-
duce a depth of understanding hard to match with quantitative methods.

Syndicated Versus Custom

The final distinction that we will take up is the difference between syndicated
and custom research. Syndicated research is a standardized research product sold
to multiple subscribers. One of the preeminent examples is audience ratings. A
single report serves all users in a particular market. Many companies offer syndi-
cated services. Table 1.1 lists the major suppliers of syndicated audience re-
search and their products.

This is not a complete list of all companies doing audience research. As com-
mercial mass media have spread around the globe, many countries have devel-
oped their own domestic audience research services. Nor are these the only
syndicated numbers that media professionals might encounter. There are com-
parative media reports that track advertising and the cost of reaching various au-
diences in various markets. There are organizations that audit the methods and
circulation claims of the media. There are trade association reports and newslet-
ters that offer data to a wide number of readers. All in all, the media industries are
awash in numbers. Moreover, as the media environment becomes more complex,
the ability to size up and use these numbers is increasingly important.

Syndicated research has several important advantages relative to other
kinds of sources. Because the results of one study are sold to many subscribers,
the cost to any one of them should be less than it would be if fewer organizations
were funding it. Additionally, the same reports serve different clients, some of
whom have competing interests, so research syndicators have an interest in be-
ing objective. The semi-public nature of the documents makes it harder for any
one entity to misrepresent the research, while the standardization of report for-
mats facilitates routine uses of the data. Though imperfect, syndicated data, like
audience ratings, often become the official numbers used to transact business.

Custom research is tailored to meet the needs of a particular sponsor and may
never be seen by outsiders. Sometimes clients buy customized research from spe-
cialists like news and programming consultants. Other times research is done en-
tirely in-house. For example, major market radio stations that specialize in
popular music conduct a kind of telephone survey known as call-out research to
track public tastes. A sample of listeners is called and asked to listen to the hook,
or most memorable phrase, of several popular songs. The station can then adjust
its playlist based on the results. Similarly, in the late 1930s, CBS developed a de-
vice called a program analyzer to test the appeal of new radio programs. People
were invited to an auditorium to listen to programs and vote at regular intervals
on their likes and dislikes. TV pilots are tested in this way before they reach the
air. Even long-running programs are often re-tested in what is called mainte-




TABLE 1.1

Major Suppliers of Syndicated Audience Research

Supplier Service

AGB Media Services Provides TV audience measurement using peoplemeters in
www.agbms.chfhome.shtml more than a dozen countries worldwide.

Arbitron The major supplier of radio audience ratings in more than

www.arbitron.com

Claritas
www.claritas.com/

Information Resources Inc.
www.infores.com

International Demographics
Inc.

Marketing Evaluations Inc.
www.gscores.com/

Media Metrix, Inc.
www.mediametrix.com/

Mediamark Research Inc.
(MRI]) www.mediamark.com/

NetRatings
www.netratings.com/

Nielsen Media Research
www.nielsenmedia.com/

Roper Starch Worldwide
www.roper.com/

Scarborough Research
www.scarborough.com/

Simmons Market Research

Bureau (SMRB)

SOFRES

www.sofres.com/

Statistical Research Inc. (SRI)
www.sriresearch.com/

Strategic Media Research
www.strategicmediaresearch.com

Yankelovich Partners
www.yankelovich.com/

260 U.S. markets.

Operates a system called PRIZM providing zip-code level
data on demographics and lifestyles. Often combined with
information on media use.

Conducts BehaviorScan study to match consumer buying
habits with media use.

Produces the Media Audit, a syndicated study of local
market media use and consumer information.

Publishes scores, called TvQ)s, that measure the public's fa-
miliarity with and liking of celebrities.

Operates a large panel equipped with PC meters providing
data on Internet usage.

Publishes an annual survey of product usage and demo-
graphics, with broad measures of print and electronic me-
dia use.

Measures Internet use with a panel. Partnering with Niel-
sen Media Research to produce Nielsen/NetRatings.

The preeminent supplier of TV audience ratings in the
United States.

Publishes a number of surveys including Starch Readership
Services, which measure recall of print advertising

Provides local market reports on demographic, shopping
lifestyle, and media usage data.

Publishes a national survey with demographics, product
usage, and general measures of print and electronic media
use.

A large international marketing research group providing
audience measurement in Europe and Asia.

Provides radio network ratings in the United States. Con-
ducts methodological research on audience measurement.

Provides telephone-based radio audience measurement

called AccuTrack in selected U.S. markets.

Conducts many surveys including the Yankelovich Monitor,
which tracks consumer social values and celebrity ratings.
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nance research—measuring the appeal of various story lines, the strength of
characters, and so forth. This device is also used by political consultants to mea-
sure the response to candidate speeches and TV debates.

Custom research may be of great value to the user but is of limited value oth-
erwise. Obviously, the sponsors of call-out or program analyzer research would
be loath to share the results with anyone outside their organizations. If custom
research is circulated to a larger readership, it may be regarded with suspicion.
Often the methods are difficult to verify, and it is assumed the sponsor has a
self-serving motive for promoting the results.

Much research conducted in colleges and universities is customized, though
it is generally referred to as original or primary research. If published in an aca-
demic journal, it is reviewed by other experts in the field, which provides some
assurance that the authors used defensible research procedures. Occasionally,
academics or university research centers are commissioned by the industry to
do customized studies that may have greater public credibility.

It is increasingly common to see a kind of hybrid study that has attributes of
both syndicated and customized research. Once research syndicators have pro-
duced their reports, they find themselves with vast stores of raw data. In an age
of computers, it is simple to tap those databases to produce specialized reports.
This is sometimes called a secondary analysis of existing data.

Examples of such hybrid analyses include studies of audience flow derived
from the Nielsen Media Research database. Using original data, it is possible to
track how viewers move from one channel or program to the next. As explained
in chapter 3, this information can be useful to a programmer. Media researchers
can also use these data to develop mathematical models of audience behavior.
The Claritas company, for example, links census data to existing estimates of me-
dia use and can describe audiences by income levels and other lifestyle variables.

These hybrid studies have a number of advantages. They are certainly in the
syndicator’s interest since they can generate additional revenues while requir-
ing very little additional expenditure. Clients may also find them cheaper than
original custom research. Moreover, since the results are based on syndicated
data, they have the air of official, objective numbers.

For all these reasons, secondary analyses of existing data can be enormously
valuable. But they must also be done with caution and an understanding of
what is sound research practice. Quite often, when data are sliced up in ways
that were not intended at the time of collection, the slices become too small to
be statistically reliable. We will have much more to say about the problems of
sampling and sample sizes in chapter 7.

COMMERCIAL AUDIENCE RESEARCH

The type of study at the heart of this book is commercial audience research. De-
fining commercial research would seem a simple matter: it is research that sup-
ports commercial enterprises, usually for a price. Unfortunately, that definition



8 CHAPTER 1

is inadequate. As critical scholars are quick to point out, even academic re-
search that appears to have the purest of motives is typically undertaken in ser-
vice of institutional interests. Some organization, whether a university,
foundation, or media company, is paying the bill—in effect, buying the research
product. But does this make all funded research somehow commercial? For the
purposes of this book, we offer a more specific description of commercial audi-
ence research.

The Characteristics of Commercial Research

Despite the universal recognition that research costs money, there are a num-
ber of generalizations that apply to commercial audience research. It usually has
an administrative purpose, whether applied or theoretical. It is generally quan-
titative and often based on survey research, although independent consultants
are sometimes hired to conduct focus groups. The term is usually applied to syn-
dicated research, though large sums of money are sometimes paid for custom-
ized studies. It is usually focused on exposure to media and the business of
audience measurement. And it is usually concerned with aggregates and not
any individual audience membet

Most of these distinctions have been thoroughly reviewed in the preceding
section, but the last point warrants special comment. Audience analysts are
usually concerned with the behavior of large numbers of people. They probably
don’t care whether Bob Smith sees an early evening newscast but do care how
many men ages 18-49 will be watching. This interest in mass behavior, typical of
much social scientific research, is actually a blessing. Trying to explain or predict
how any one person behaves, moment to moment, day to day, can be an exer-
cise in frustration. After all, human beings are complex creatures with different
moods, impulses, and motivations. Strangely, however, when the researcher ag-
gregates individual activities, the behavior of the mass is predictable. And the
business of selling audiences to advertisers is built on predictions.

This science of predicting mass behavior and audience characteristics has
been called statistical thinking. It was developed in the eighteenth century by,
among others, insurance underwriters. Consider, for example, the problem of life
insurance. It is almost impossible to predict when any one person will die. But if
the researcher aggregates large numbers, it’s not hard to estimate how many peo-
ple are likely to expire in the coming year. It is unnecessary to predict the outcome
of each individual case to predict an outcome across an entire population. It is
similarly unnecessary to know what every member of a ratings sample will doon a
given evening to predict how many households will be using television.

One important consequence of focusing on a mass, rather than individuals,
is that audience behavior becomes more tractable. Stable patterns emerge
showing audience size and flow. Mathematical equations, or models, help re-
searchers predict audience behavior. Some even posit “laws” of viewing behav-
ior. These laws, of course, do not bind each person to a code of conduct. Rather,
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they are statements that mass behavior is so predictable as to exhibit law-like
tendencies. This kind of reasoning is typical of commercial audience research
and underlies many of the analytical techniques presented in the final chapters.

Whether this is the best way to study audiences is debatable, but, for the most
part, that's the way commercial audience research operates. Leo Bogart, a
well-known advertising executive and author of several books on the media
makes the point directly: “The bulk of communication research is commercial
research and is addressed to the question of measuring audiences, rather than to
study of the process through which audiences reject or inject the information
presented to them” (Bogart, 1996, p. 138).

Criticisms of Commercial Research

Commercial audience research is the subject of several criticisms which should
be of concern to any thoughtful user. One is that it tells us very little about why
people use mass media, nor does it explain the consequences of media use.
These questions, the argument goes, ought to be the central concerns of com-
munication research. They are certainly important, and it is true that audience
measurement sheds little light on these questions. However, in defense of com-
mercial audience research, most studies were never designed to answer such
questions. Every type of research has limitations. It is the job of the user to iden-
tify those limitations and how to circumvent them.

Another concern with commercial audience research is that it reduces peo-
ple to neat numerical summaries. According to critics, this has undesirable con-
sequences. The first problem, especially with “official” syndicated reports, is
that people will regard the numbers with undue reverence. Many published
numbersare not as “hard” as an inexperienced user might imagine. Indeed, they
are usually estimates. Here, again, it is up to the user to know the source of the
numbers and what they mean. This demands considerable attention to
critiquing the methods used to generate audience research reports.

A related problem stems from the fact that commercial audience research is
a product. According to critics, the sellers of research skew their products in fa-
vor of client needs. In the words of an old proverb, “He who pays the piper calls
the tune.” There may be something to this, but it seems doubtful that compa-
nies selling audience measurement can drift too far from fairness and objectivity
without risking their businesses.

The final concern, heard mostly from critical scholars, is that commercial au-
dience research is an instrument of repression. The whole business of turning
people into numbers so they can be bought and sold like any commodity is, at
the very least, dehumanizing. By doing so, commercial audience research par-
ticipates in the control and colonization of the masses. The validity of this last
criticism seems to be in the eye of the beholder. Other academics have argued
that audience research actually empowers audiences by giving them a voice

(Webster & Phalen, 1997).
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RATINGS RESEARCH

Audience ratings are the most visible example of commercial audience re-
search. They hold a unique place in industry practice and public consciousness.
Hugh Beville, a former network executive often referred to as the dean of
broadcast audience research, observed the following:

Ratings are a powerful force in broadcasting and telecommunications. They deter-
mine the price that will be paid for programs and the pay that performers will receive.
They govern the rates that advertisers will pay for 60-second or 30-second or smaller
commercial units in and around each program. Ratings determine stations’ audience
and rank order in their market, and to a large degree they dictate the profitability of
broadcasting stations and their value when they are put up for sale. The salary and bo-
nus compensation of key network and station officials is also governed by ratings suc-
cess. Ratings results ultimately determine whether top management and program and
news management in television and radio broadcast organizations will retain their
jobs, be promoted, or demoted. (1988, p. xi)

Not only is the industry preoccupied with audience ratings, but, unlike any
other form of syndicated research, ratings have worked their way into popular
culture. Almost everyone has heard about the Nielsens and formed some opin-
ion about them. Larson (1992) argued:

Most viewers know Nielsen only as the maker of the bullets that killed such shows as
“Star Trek” and “Twin Peaks,” but to think of its ratings exclusively in terms of their
show-stopping power is to underestimate the depth of Nielsen's influence over the
culture, content, and business of television, and therefore, over the evolution of our
consumer culture itself. Nielsen is television. (p. 105)

While it’s easy to get swept into overstatement, audience ratings are certainly a
force to be reckoned with. Many people in the electronic media use the terms
ratings research and audience research interchangeably, implying that nothing
else matters. Since this book deals extensively with the analysis of ratings data,
it seems appropriate to consider why ratings are such a visible and pervasive
form of audience research.

It should be noted from the outset that we use the term ratings as shorthand
for a body of data on people’s exposure to electronic media. Strictly speaking,
ratings are one of many audience summaries that can be derived from that data.
Ratings research originated in the 1930s in response to the explosive growth of
radio and industry’s desire to turn broadcasting into a mass advertising medium
(see chap. 6, this volume). Because the broadcast audience could not be seen,
there was no credible way to determine who was listening to radio programs or
the commercials they contained. Ratings solved the problem. To make people
aware of this new service, C. E. Hooper, a pioneer of ratings research, deliber-
ately publicized his Hooperatings. To this day, broadcast media are almost totally
dependent on advertising revenues and in turn on ratings as the sole measure of
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the invisible audience. Ratings appear widely not only in the trade press but also
in popular media.

The other key to understanding the power of ratings is to appreciate the
sheer pervasiveness of broadcasting. Radio and television dominate the con-
sumption of mass media in the United States and much of the world. Table 1.2
summarizes the number of hours the average American spends with each of sev-
eral media in a year.

Some cautionis in order when reading this table. While the numbers are pre-
sented as additive, media use sometimes overlaps leading to the possibility of
double counting. These are also averages, so one person’s profile might look dif-
ferent from the overall patterns presented here. Even so, the numbers are stag-
gering. The average person spends more than 9 hours each day consuming
media, with nearly 80% of their time spent with radio or some form of television.
Other media pale by comparison. Old competitors for advertising dollars, like
newspapers, are losing audience. New competitors, like the Internet, have a

TABLE 1.2

Hours per Person per Year Using Media

2002

1990 1997 Projected
Medium Hours Percent Hours Percent Hours Percent
Television 1470 45.1% 1561 46.3% 1575 46.4%
Radio 1135 34.8% 1082 32.1% 1040 30.6%
Recorded 235 7.2% 265 7.9% 289 8.5%
Music
Daily News- 175 5.4% 159 4.7% 152 4.5%
papers
Consumer 95 2.9% 92 2.7% 97 2.9%
Books
Consumer 90 2.8% 82 2.4% 79 2.3%
Magazines
Home Video 38 1.2% 50 1.5% 58 1.7%
Games
Movies in 12 0.4% 13 0.4% 13 0.4%
Theaters
Internet 1 0.0% 28 0.8% 49 1.4%
On-Line
TOTAL 3263 100.0% 3368 100.0% 3398 100.0%

Note. Columns may not add up to 100% due to rounding. Adapted from Veronis, Suhler & Associates
1998 Communications Industry Forecast.
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long way to go. It is small wonder that the electronic mass media figure so
heavily in the public consciousness.

By extension, it is clear why audience ratings loom large for everyone con-
nected with the electronic media. They are the tools used by advertisers and
broadcasters to buy and sell audiences; the report cards that lead programmers
to cancel some shows and clone others. Ratings are road maps to patterns of me-
dia consumption, and, as such, can interest anyone from a Wall Street banker to
a social scientist. They are objects of fear and loathing and the subject of much
confusion. We hope this book can end some of that confusion and enable an im-
proved understanding of audience research and the ways it can be used. The
book comprises three sections. The first reviews the users of audience research
and how they look at numbers. The second considers audience data, reviewing
the history, methods, and reporting formats of commercial research. The final
section provides a way to understand and analyze audience data, including a
general framework for explaining audience behavior and rather specific analyti-
cal techniques.
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Audience Research
in Advertising

Broadcasters sell audiences. Despite some appearances to the contrary, that is
the most important activity of the business. Virtually all other actions under-
taken support that function. Whether this is good or bad can be, and frequently
is, debated. For now, it is sufficient to note that this is an essential characteristic
of commercial mass media. Not only do traditional broadcasters sell audiences,
but newer forms of electronic media, like cable, Direct Broadcast Satellite
(DBS), and the World Wide Web, offer ways to reach them as well.

The people who buy these audiences are advertisers interested in capturing
the attention of the viewer or listener in order to get across some message. It
might be as simple as introducing people to a new brand or reminding them of
an old one. It might involve trying to change their attitudes toward a person or
product. Often it represents an attempt to influence behavior in some way.
Whatever the purpose, the process requires that the advertiser gain access to an
audience—ifonly for amoment. To do that, they are willing to pay the media.

Unlike the print media, which can document possible readership with more
concrete figures on the number of issues sold, broadcasters must estimate who is
out there listening—their audience has a unique, intangible quality. Adver-
tisers’ desire to buy audiences and broadcasters’ eagerness to sell created the
need to define the intangible, which brought the ratings servicesinto being. Ad-
vertisers have the biggest stake in the audience measurement business and
wield the most influence in shaping the form of ratings. Without advertiser sup-
port of electronic media, ratings would not exist in their current form.

13
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The buying and selling of audiences occurs at many levels. There is a na-
tional marketplace dominated by a few broadcast and cable networks,
syndicators, and major corporate advertisers. There are many local markets
where individual stations sell to area merchants. And there are national spot
and regional markets providing access to audiences in various geographic areas.
This trade in audiences is organized by medium into radio, broadcast television,
cable, and, increasingly, Internet. Table 2.1 illustrates the growth of these mar-
kets by summarizing the revenues that have flowed to each, in this multibillion-
dollar business.

The characteristics of each marketplace affect how audience data are han-
dled and the analytical techniques used. What follows is a description of the
major markets where electronic media audiences are bought and sold. Ratings
information available to buyers and sellers in each market appear in chapter 8 of
this volume.

NATIONAL MARKETS
Broadcast and Cable Networks

The largest audiences and biggest sums of money are exchanged at the network
level. Although the radio and cable television businesses sell national audiences
through networks, the major broadcast television networks still have the largest
audiences overall. For advertisers who need to reach vast national markets, net-
work television has much to offer

As a practical matter, the network television marketplace is divided into
smaller markets called dayparts. The precise name and definition of each
daypart varies from medium to medium and from time zone to time zone. A
daypart is a portion of the broadcast schedule defined by time of day and pro-
gram content. Because each designation is associated with specific audience
characteristics, the various dayparts appeal to different advertisers and generate
different amounts of money for the networks.

Prime time is the most important of the network dayparts. Unlike the official
definition of prime time used by federal regulators, broadcast network prime
time includes all regularly scheduled programs from 8:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m.
eastern standard time (EST), Monday through Saturday, and 7:00 p.m. to
11:00 p.m. on Sunday (EST). The networks have their largest audiences during
this daypart and, accordingly, generate their largest revenues. This daypart has
special appeal to advertisers who are trying to reach a wide variety of people
across the entire nation. It is also the best time to reach people who work during
the day. Access to this mass market, however, does not come cheaply, and the
most popular prime-time programs are the most expensive.

Daytime is the second most lucrative daypart. For the networks, it extends
from 7:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m., Monday through Friday. The daytime audience is
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Advertising Revenues of Electronic Media®

TABLE 2.1

Radio® Television® Cable* Internet* Total
Year Network Spot Local Network Spot Local Synd Newvork  Spot/Local
1950 $132 $119 $203 $85 $31 $55 $— $— $— $625
1960 45 208 402 820 527 280 — — — $2,282
1970 49 355 853 1,658 1,234 704 — — — $4,853
1980 158 746 2,643 5,130 3,269 2,967 50 50 50 $15,063
1985 329 1,320 4915 8,285 6,004 5714 540 612 139 $27,858
1990 433 1,626 6,780 9,863 7,788 7,856 1,109 1,802 37 $37,994
1995 426 1,920 9,124 11,600 9,119 9,985 2,016 4,036 1,648 $49,874
1996 465 2,093 9,854 13,081 9,803 10,944 2,218 4,876 1,899 267 $55,500
1997 498 2,407 10,741 13,020 9,999 11,436 2,438 5,754 2,172 907  $59,372

aRevenue in millions

*Radio Advertising Bureau

<Television Bureau of Advertising

dCabletelevision Advertising Bureau, as published in CAB's 1998 Cable TV Facts
<Internet Advertising Bureau/PricewaterhouseCoopers, reprinted with permission, ©1998 IAB

Fox was counted as syndication prior to 1990, and as network after 1990.
UPN & WB were counted as syndication from 1995-1997.
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much smaller than in prime time and, with the exception of the early news pro-
grams, disproportionately female. It appeals most to advertisers trying to reach
women, particularly women who do not work outside the home. Companies
selling household products like soap and food frequently buy spots in this time
period, paying far less than prime-time advertisers.

Sports is a daypart defined strictly by program content. The most important
sports programming for the networks is coverage of major league games like
those of the National Football League or National Basketball Association.
These events attract disproportionately male audiences. That fact is suggested
by the advertisers who buy heavily in this daypart, which include breweries, car
and truck manufacturers, and companies that sell automotive products. The
cost of advertising during sports programming varies widely, mostly as a func-
tion of audience size. The fee for a 30-second spot during the Super Bowl can
exceed $1 million.

The news daypart is another market defined by content. It includes the net-
works’ evening news programs, weekend news programming, and news specials
and documentaries. Excluded from this daypart, however, are the morning news
programs (considered daytime), and regularly scheduled prime-time programs
like 60 Minutes. The news daypart tends to attract an older audience, which ap-
peals to companies that sell products like headache remedies and healthful foods.

Late night runs from 11:30 p.m. (EST) until early morning, Monday through
Friday. Its best known programs are The Tonight Show with Jay Leno, and Late
Show with David Letterman, which have dominated the time period for years.
Not surprisingly, the audience during this daypart is small and almost entirely
adult in composition.

One of the most important markets from the point of view of public interest
groups and government regulators is the children’s daypart. Traditionally, this
has included the Saturday and Sunday morning children’s programs, a time pe-
riod that critics once dubbed the “children’s ghetto.” It may also include week-
day programming aimed at children. Although children watch a great deal of
television at other times, from an advertiser’s viewpoint, this daypart is the most
efficient way to gain access to the child audience through broadcast television.
The biggest buyers of time in this daypart are cereal and candy makers and toy
manufacturers. The cost of a 30-second spot can vary widely, because demand
for advertising time is seasonal. Leading into the December holiday season, a
spot might cost three times what it would in later months.

Markets can also be defined by the calendar time frame in which buying oc-
curs. Some advertisers purchase time well in advance of airdate and others pur-
chase time a few months or weeks before broadcast. These different rounds in
the buying process are called the upfront market, the scatter market, and the op-
portunistic market.

The upfront market is the first round of buying. Each spring and summer, ma-
jor advertisers tell national media salespeople what kind of audiences they wish
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to buy in the upcoming television season. The network salespeople respond
with proposals detailing the audiences they will sell and at what prices. The net-
works want maximum price for their audiences, while the advertisers want the
most viewers for their dollars. To complicate matters, no one can know exactly
which shows in the fall lineup audiences will watch, especially the new series.
This market generates high-stakes gamesmanship, which David Poltrack
(1983) described in detail. At the end of the buying, the major advertisers have
committed to buy large blocks of network time throughout the coming year.

Although this method of buying ties up advertisers’ budgets for months, it af-
fords them access to the best network programs. Because these companies are
making long-term commitments to the network, they are also likely to get time at
more favorable rates than will be available later in the year. In fact, to minimize
the advertiser’s risk, networks often guarantee to deliver the audience estimates,
even if that means running additional commercials, called make-goods, for free.

The scatter market operates within a shorter time frame. Each television sea-
son is divided into quarters. In advance of each quarter, advertisers may wish to
buy time for specific purposes. Sometimes products are seasonal and don't re-
quire yearlong advertising. Others may require the purchase of additional net-
work time for a limited campaign not envisioned during the upfront buying.
Because advertisers in the scatter market have less flexibility and the networks
have already sold much of their inventory, this market often finds the buyerat a
disadvantage, which usually means higher costs. However, conditions in the
scatter market could work to the buyer’s advantage. Programs considered risky
in the upfront market will have proven track records when scatter buying oc-
curs, providing a safer investment for the advertiser. Additionally, if the net-
works have a slow season, rates could actually be lower in scatter than in the
upfront market.

The opportunistic market occurs as the television season progresses. Al-
though most network inventory is purchased during upfront and scatter mar-
kets, some is unsold close to the airdate. Deals negotiated early may fall
through, due to changes in an advertiser’s budget or implementation of new
marketing strategies. Changes in network programming might also generate in-
ventory. For example, a faltering series may be canceled or rescheduled, reliev-
ing advertisers of their commitments. Similarly, the network may preempt
regularly scheduled programs with specials or special events. These scenarios
leave holes in the network lineups and create opportunities for savvy buyers and
sellers.

These developments could favor either the network or the advertiser. Buyers
and sellers often use such opportunities to settle debts from past business deals.
For example, a salesperson with opportunistic inventory might offer a low-cost
spot to a particular buyer who has been an excellent customer. Or a buyer may
purchase a spot to help the seller because the salesperson has given preferential
treatment in the past.
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Despite their clear domination of national television audiences, the broad-
cast networks are not the only way to televise a message across the country.
Since the early days of television, an alternative delivery system has been devel-
oping. Cable television uses a wire to distribute signals, instead of broadcasting
them through the electromagnetic spectrum. Cable originally supplemented
the broadcast delivery system by routing signals to areas with poor over-the-air
reception. Assuch, the early systems were little more than glorified antennas. In
fact, cable was referred to by the acronym “CATV,” for community antenna
television.

After years of struggling with government regulators and much financial un-
certainty, cable television has emerged as an advertising medium in its own
right. Through technological developments like coaxial cable and fiber optics,
systems can offer an abundance of channel space to programmers. That, in
combination with the growth of communication satellites—which cansend TV
signals to many small and widely dispersed cable systems—has opened a door
for new network services. The limits of the spectrum no longer constrain the
number of television signals that can compete for the viewers attention.

Since the late 1970s, a number of entrepreneurs have exploited these tech-
nological changes to create cable networks. Table 2.2 lists the top 20 national
cable television networks ranked by the number of subscribers. Most of these
services depend at least in part on advertising revenues to sustain their opera-
tions. Indeed, many are programmed to attract a particular kind of viewer—the
kind that interests an advertiser. MTV is designed for teens and young adults;
Nickelodeon for children. Other networks appeal to particular ethnic or cul-
tural groups, such as Galavision, which is programmed for Hispanic audiences.
In terms of program quality and access to the audiences that advertisers seek,
cable television is increasingly indistinguishable from broadcast.

The two forms of distribution, however, are not completely equal. There are
roughly 98 million television households in the United States, but even the larg-
est cable networks reach nowhere near that number of households in their po-
tential audience. Despite growth in the number of homes that subscribe, cable is
used by only about 74% of all television households. Broadcast networks—es-
pecially the big four—are likely to attract larger audiences than cable.

Even though cable can’t compete with broadcast networks in the size of audi-
ences, they have developed successful strategies to position their services. Ca-
ble salespeople often concentrate on their potential to reach target audiences.
One of three rationales iscommonly used. First, because the growth of cable has
reduced the time people spend with broadcast television, cable networks often
position their service as a way to reach those lost viewers. The sales pitch is that
broadcast networks underdeliver the audience, and that buying time on cable
networks corrects that problem in a cost-effective manner. Further, it is argued
that cable households, where broadcast underdelivery is the biggest problem,
include the most affluent and generally desirable target audiences. Second, be-
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TABLE 2.2
Top 20 Cable Networks*
Subscribers
(in millions)
Discovery Channel 73,471
ESPN 73,000
TBS Superstation 73,000
Turner Network Television 72,400
The Nashville Network 71,400
C-SPAN 71,400
The Weather Channel 71,000
Cable News Network 71,000
USA Network 69,677
Lifetime Television 69,500
Headline News 68,000
American Movie Classics 67,000
FOX Family Channel 66,900
AG&E Television Network 66,880
Music Television 66,700
Nickelodeon/Nick at Nite 66,000
CNBC 64,000
The Learning Channel 64,000
QVvC 63,010
VHI1 61,600

*Source: National Cable Television Association, www.ncta.com, October 2, 1998.

cause many cable services cater to subsets of the mass audience, advertising on
the appropriate services is considered a more efficient way to reach the kind of
viewer an advertiser wants. Third, cable networks are often more willing to
work with an advertiser to develop some special programming or promotional
effort. This can sometimes enhance the impact of the advertising.

Although television networks presently command much of our attention, it is
worth remembering that the first networks distributed radio programming. Radio
networks were permanently established by the late 1920s, along with many of the
practices and traditions that are a part of network television today. In fact, radio
networks have been an important social and cultural force in American life. De-
spite radio’s rich history, television has moved to center stage and garnered the
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lion’s share of advertising revenues. Nevertheless, radio networks are still viable
and offer advertisers another way of reaching a national audience.

There are more than a score of national radio networks, but most are con-
trolled by a handful of companies. The original radio networks, now more than
70 years old, and important radio program syndicators dominate the business.
Disney/ABC and Westwood One are among the most important networks.
Each offers several services, including news broadcasts, music formats of various
types, talk and sports talk programming. Syndicators, although not networks
per se, provide specialized radio formats via satellite to a large number of sta-
tions all over the country. Syndicated programs featuring well-known personal-
ities like Rush Limbaugh and Don Imus can be carried by hundreds of stations
simultaneously. Many music and talk formats are delivered to stations includ-
ing all types of popular music, call-in sports, and political conversation.
News-gathering organizations, such as Associated Pressand United Press Inter-
national, provide network services, as do cable services CNN, Fox News, and

ABC’s ESPN.
Syndication

Broadcast stations are in constant need of programming. Even network affili-
ates have large blocks of time they must program themselves. As a result, broad-
casters acquire programming from different sources. One such source,
particularly relevant to a discussion of advertising is barter syndication.

Barter syndication has fairly straightforward origins. Basically, advertisers
found they could use a station’s need for programming to get their message to
the audience. All they had to do was produce a program, place their ads in it,
and offer it to stations free of charge. Stations found this attractive because they
got new programs with no cash expenditure, and could even sell some spots in
the show if the program’s original sponsor did not use them. In the 1980s, with
the advent of satellite program distribution, this simple idea gave rise to a rap-
idly growing new advertising marketplace.

Today, barter syndication works like this: A distributor that produces pro-
grams or owns the rights to existing programming approaches local broadcasters
and convinces the stations to carry the show. Sometimes this is an all-barter ar-
rangement, meaning the station gives all available airtime to the syndicator for
sale in the national market, and sometimes it is a cash-plus-barter deal. Under
this latter arrangement, the station actually pays a fee for the program, in addi-
tion to accepting ads placed by the distributor

The terms of a deal are determined by the syndicator prior to placing a pro-
gram in the marketplace. At the beginning of each calendar year the trade pub-
lications print lists of these arrangements, just before the National Association
of Television Programming Executives (NATPE) conference. It is at this con-
ference that programs are marketed intensely to potential buyers, especially
from medium and smaller markets. Table 2.3 reproduces part of this list for the
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TABLE 2.3
Major NATPE Clearances*
Markets/
Half-hour strips Distributor Terms Clearances Premiere
Hollywood Squares King World Cash-plus 100/80% Sept.
Judge Joe Brown Worldvision Cash-plus n/a/70% Sept.
Match Game Pearson Cash-plus 64/66% Sept.
Hour strips
Donny & Marie Columbia Cash-plus 185/97% Fall
Forgive or Forget Twentieth Cash-plus 65/10% June
Howie Mandel Paramount Cash-plus 151/90% June
Love Connection/
Change of Heart Telepictures Barter 71/79% Sept.
Magic Hour Twentieth Barter 12/15% June
Maury Povich Universal Cash-plus 125/90% Sept.
Roseanne King World Cash-plus 140/90% Sept.
Half-hour weeklies
Almost Live Litton Barter 135/85% Feb.
Better Living Kelly Barter 61/63% Sept.
With Carrie Wiatt
Bill Franks ForeverY oung  Litton Barter n/a Sept.
Gravy US.A. Litton Barter n/a Sept.
Malibu, CA Tribune Barter 80/74% Sept.
News of the Weird MG/Perin Barter n/a Sept.
Hour weeklies
Acapulco HE.A.T. Western Barter n/a/60% Sept.
Air America Pearson Barter 81/75% Sept.
The Crow PolyGram Barter 60/70% Sept.

Note. Reprinted from Electronic Media, 1/26/98, p. 4, by permission. © 1998, Crain Communications,
Inc.

1998 NATPE convention. The barter terms may change, depending on market
demand, but this list gives a good indication of the syndicators’ askingprices. In-
dividual barter contracts may also require stations to broadcast a program in a
specific daypart. This is typical of popular programs, like Wheel of Fortune.

In addition to the terms of sale, Table 2.3 contains an estimate of the number
of markets that have already purchased (or cleared) the programs. The more
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stations that acquire a program, the larger the potential audience. If one station
in every marketagreed to air the program, the distributor would, hypothetically,
have the same reach as a major television network. As a practical matter, once a
program s carried on enough stations to reach 70% of U.S. households, it is sold
to advertisers much the same way that network time is sold.

Just like the networks, barter syndication firms go to national advertisers and
their agencies to sell time. They sell in the upfront, scatter, and opportunistic
markets, and may even guarantee audiences like their network competitors. In
fact, advertisers may look upon barter syndication as a supplement to their pur-
chases of network time, or as a substitute. Sometimes program environments
not offered on traditional broadcast networks are available through barter. For
example, game shows, talk shows, and science fiction programs like Star Trek are
available mostly through syndication. Still, the major attraction of barter is par-
ticipation at a reduced cost.

Despite these similarities, buying time in barter syndication is not compara-
ble to network advertising. Many programs, especially those produced for
first-run syndication, are sent to all stations in the country at the same time, and
at least run on the same day. But other types of programming, off-network syn-
dication, for example, may be on the air at different times in different markets.
A syndicated program shown once a week might even appear on different days.

Barter syndication and similar options for advertising to national or regional
audiences are certain to grow. Satellite communications have made the rapid,
cost-efficient delivery of programming feasible, creating, in effect, ad hoc net-
works. Station managers can receive these syndicated program feeds, perhaps
even preempting more traditional networks. Assuming there is an effective way
to buy and evaluate the audiences, advertisers are likely to use these alternative
routes for reaching the public. Such ever-changing syndicated networks are
also likely to pose some of the most interesting challenges for audience analysts.

LOCAL MARKETS

Broadcast networks reach national markets by combining the audiences of the
local stations with which they affiliate. Similarly, national cable networks ag-
gregate the viewers of local cable systems. But representatives of an individual
station or cable system can sell audiences to local advertisers who want to reach
their markets. These audiences are attractive to businesses that trade in a con-
centrated geographical area, and to national or regional marketers who want to
place advertising in specific markets. The former create a market for local sales;
the latter take part in the national spot market.

Broadcast Stations

The physics of broadcasting determine the geographic limits of a station’s signal.
In light of this, the FCC decided to license radio and television stations to spe-
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cific cities and towns across the country. Larger population centers have more
stations. Naturally enough, people spend most of their time listening to stations
in close proximity because they can receive the clearest signal and can hear pro-
grams of local interest. In television, the major ratings service uses this geo-
graphically determined audience behavior to define the boundaries of a local
media market area. Nielsen calls these markets designated market areas (DMAs).

Appendix A lists the 210 U.S. television markets designated by Nielsen.
There are even more radio markets. In both cases, market size varies consider-
ably. New York, for instance has nearly 7 million TV households, whereas
North Platte has fewer than 20,000. Buying time on a major station in New York
might deliver more viewers to an advertiser than a national cable network.
Conversely, many small-market radio stations might have audiences too small
for a ratings company to economically measure. This point is best illustrated by
the fact that regular radio ratings are available to approximately 3,000 of more
than 12,000 stations in the country. But those stations that are measured con-
stitute more than two thirds of all radio listening

These vast differences in audience size have a marked effect on the rates lo-
cal broadcasters can charge for a commercial spot. The price of a 30-second spot
in prime time might be $400 in Des Moines and $4,000 in Detroit. Other factors
can affect the cost of time, too. Is the market growing or has it fallen on hard
times! Is the population relatively affluent or poor!? How competitive are other
local media like newspapers? Even things like a market’s time zone can affect
the rates of local electronic media.

Another thing that varies with market size is the sophistication of ratings us-
ers and the volume of audience information they must interpret. The audiences
in many radio markets are measured just twice a year. In major TV markets,
however, audiences are measured continuously. In addition, there are more ad-
vertising dollars available in major markets. Consequently, buyers and sellers of
media in those markets tend to be more experienced with and adept at analyz-
ing ratings information.

In most markets, the major buyers of local advertising include fast-food res-
taurants, supermarkets, department stores, banks, and car dealers. Like net-
work advertisers, these companies often hire an advertising agency to represent
their interests. The agency can perform a number of functions for its client, from
developing a creative strategy, to actually writing copy and producing the ads.
Most important in this context, the agency’s media department will project the
audience for various programs, plan when to run ads, buy time, and evaluate
whether the desired audience was delivered. Smaller advertisers, or those in
smaller markets, may deal directly with the local stations.

Because of the different types of people involved, the process of buying local
time varies from market to market. It might involve an intuitive judgment by a
merchant that buying a certain number of ads on alocal station will generate ex-
tra business. In fact, many small radio stations and cable systems sell without us-
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ing any ratings information. Increasingly, though, the process depends on the
use of ratings.

Although specific terminology may differ across organizations, the purchase
of local time generally works like this: The advertiser or an agency will issue a re-
quest for avails, asking what spots are available for sale on local stations. Avail
requests typically specify the kind of audience a buyer wants, the dayparts they
wish to buy, and their budget. Station salespeople will respond by proposing a
schedule of spots that will deliver some or all of the desired audience. At this
point the buyer and seller negotiate differences over the projected audience and
costs. When the parties reach an agreement, the buyer will place an order and
the spots will air. After the campaign has run, the next available ratings informa-
tion is used to determine whether the expected audience was actually delivered.
As in network buying, this last stage in the process is called post-buy analysis.

National and regional advertisers also buy spots on local stations. A snow tire
manufacturer might want to advertise only in northern markets. A maker of ag-
ricultural products might wish to buy time in markets with large farm popula-
tions. Such national spot buys constitute the largest single source of revenues
for many TV stations. The question is, how can so many local stations deal ef-
fectively with all these potential time buyers? It would be impractical for person-
nel from thousands of stations to contact every national advertiser

To solve this problem, an intermediary called a station representative (or rep firm)
serves as the link between local stations and national advertisers. Rep firms for both
television and radio are located in major media markets like New York and Chi-
cago. Television reps usually have only one client per market, to avoid conflicts of
interest. Radio reps may serve more than one station in a market, as long as their
formats don’t compete for the same audience. Rep firms vary in terms of the num-
ber of stations they work with, and the types of services they offer. Some firms pro-
vide stations with research services or advice on their programming. Most
important, though, reps monitor the media buys that national advertisers are plan-
ning and try to secure some portion of that business for their stations.

The local sales force at a station and the salespeople at the rep firm under
contract with the station are essentially selling the same commercial time. This
can cause some conflicts. Local advertisers could be shut out of a daypart be-
cause national advertisers secure the inventory, or vice versa. In Las Vegas, for
example, local businesses pay a premium to advertise in early news programs to
reach visitors deciding where to go for the evening. This means that national
advertisers cannot purchase time in local broadcast news without paying very
high rates. Instead, they may turn to cable television to reach those audiences.

Cable Systems

Cable now offers local advertising. Usually this means inserting a local ad in a
cable network program, but it could also mean sponsorship of locally produced
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programs. There are two limitations to this process. First, cable systems can’t
reach every member of the available audience. And second, a technology limi-
tation complicates ad insertion. This difficulty is being solved with digital inser-
tion technology, but it will be some time before all cable systems have this
capacity. The market for local cable audiences is further hampered because rat-
ings for local cable services are unavailable in most DMAs.

In a way, cable system advertising is not just local, it’s ultra-local. In TV mar-
kets with several cable systems, it’s possible for an advertiser, for instance a small
merchant, to run a spot in only one or two communities. Similarly, because ca-
ble franchise areas—almost by definition—conform to governmental bound-
aries within the market, cable seems a likely venue for political advertising.
When several cable systems coordinate their efforts, rather precise and varied
geographic coverage of the market is possible. This potential is being exploited
more and more as cable rep firms develop.

INTERNET

New modes of communication no longer conform to the local-versus-national
distinction that traditionally defined media markets. In the last decade, adver-
tisers have recognized a new opportunity for reaching audiences: The World
Wide Web. According to the Internet Advertising Bureau (IAB), yearly adver-
tising expenditures on the Internet reached $267 million in 1996 and $907 mil-
lion in 1997. This explosive growth creates the need for audience information
to support the sale of advertising In fact, just as the development of commercial
audience research for radio and television was driven by advertiser needs, audi-
ence measurement on the Web is being shaped by those who want to purchase
its “audiences.”

The Internet audience research business is developing along the same lines
as broadcast audience measurement. Concepts like reach, frequency, shares,
in-tabs, and weighted samples are used to summarize and evaluate the research
data. Like their broadcast counterparts, Web sites are represented in the adver-
tising market by rep firms that provide a variety of services. Foremost among
them is soliciting advertising revenue for Web-site clients.

There are, however, major differences between broadcasting and the
Internet affecting how audiences are tracked. Some people spend a great deal of
time on the Web at work, but capturing this business usage is difficult. Research
technology requires that software be downloaded onto a computer, which cre-
ates privacy concerns for businesses. Without this capability, a huge segment of
the Internet audience remains invisible.

Another major difference is that Web-site operators can generate their own
audience research data from actual records. A Web-page server can place signa-
tures, called cookies, on the hard drives of all computers that access a page. Each
time a user visits the site, a log records it. Data from the logs can then be summa-
rized to give advertisers usable information about who saw their advertisements.
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But the convenience of this type of measurement is offset by several problems.
First, some users block the placement of cookies on their computers, so their us-
age is not counted. Second, if people share a computer, there is no way to identify
who is viewing the Web page. Third, this type of data generally only logs how
many hits, or requests for the site, the page received. Advertisers are more inter-
ested in who sees their banner advertising and who clicks on the ads to get more in-
formation. Data on hits is less useful than a statistic like unigue wisitors, which
reports the number of different users visiting the site. And fourth, there is poten-
tial for inflating the number of hits unless a third party audits the data. A major
print auditor, the Audit Bureau of Circulation (ABC), has begun to offer its ser-
vice to Web-site operators, but the need for an objective third-party provider of
audience data has spurred the development of new research services as well.

These audience measurement services use samples to estimate Web use. The
first two companies to offer this kind of measurement were Media Metrix and
RelevantKnowlege, which merged in 1998. The newly formed company, Media
Metrix, Inc., sells clickstream data that represent a clearer picture of Web audi-
ences to advertisers. A panel of participants agree to download tracking soft-
ware onto their computers, which keeps track of all activity on the Internet as
well as the usage of software programs installed on their computers. The data
are sent back to the research provider electronically, or they are downloaded
onto a floppy disk and returned via mail. This methodology resembles the tele-
vision peoplemeter. Users identify themselves when they log on to the computer
and then verify usage at regular intervals. Nielsen launched its panel survey to
measure Internet users in March of 1999. Their venture is a partnership with
NetRatings, an already-established Internet audience research firm. Although
it is impossible to predict exactly what the Internet audience measurement
business will look like in a few years, it is certain to include the traditional broad-
cast audience research providers.

Web audience measurement presents difficult challenges for research firms,
perhaps most notably the problem of definition. Should users be counted if they
simply see a page, or only if they take some action such as clicking on an advertise-
ment! This is similar to the question of audience exposure (introduced in chap. 1
of this volume). What constitutes exposure to a message? Internet technology al-
lows advertisers to track a behavioral variable unavailable in the traditional mode
of broadcast delivery—the choice to request more information. This may drasti-
cally change the definition of “viewership” that has survived for so long in the
broadcast measurement business. With some methodologies (the passive house-
hold meter in particular), viewership is assumed to occur if the TV set is on. With
the Internet, audience members are more active in choosing content and inter-
acting with it. Information such as the click rate will indicate to advertisers and
Web programmers the items of content most interesting to users.

Another unique problem with Web measurement is caching, or saving Web
content onto a computer for later use. This can happen with an individual user
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or an entire service. Internet Service Providers (ISPs) often cache Web pages
on their servers. America Online might cache a Web page that it subsequently
serves to AOL subscribers. The initial hit from AOL is counted toward page
views, because it was served by the Web-site operator. With some measurement
methods, though, the requests from AOL subscribers would not count toward
the total audience, because the page is actually served by AOL. Solving this
problem requires technological adjustments currently being developed by audi-
ence research firms.

With Internet audience measurement, reports delivered to subscribers typi-
cally mirror those developed for traditional media options. They are, of course,
provided to online subscribers who have passwords to access the data. But tradi-
tional bound reports are also produced. The demographic breaks are similar to
those used by broadcast research firms, and the bottom line for advertisers is the
same: who is in the audience?

Several industry organizations have developed to assist members with the
sale of advertising time. The Television Bureau of Advertising (TVB) and the
Radio Advertising Bureau (RAB) perform this service for broadcasters. A
newer organization, the Cabletelevision Advertising Bureau, or CAB, assists
cable networks and systems. And the Internet Advertising Bureau (IAB) offers
its services in support of Internet advertising. Some of the industry sales infor-
mation presented in this book comes from these sources.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Although the buying and selling of audiences happens in different places and
involves people having varied motivations and levels of sophistication, there
are a handful of recurring research questions that transcend these differences.
Distilling these issues can simplify what is going on and help the researcher see
ratings data more clearly in the context of sales and advertising. The four basic
questions users ask inv