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August 16, 2006 
 
Ms. Judy Vogel 
US Director, Media Research and Insights 
OMD USA, Inc. 
11 Madison Avenue, 12th Floor 
New York, NY 10010 
 
Dear Judy: 
 
Thank you for your August 10th letter concerning the National Average Commercial Minute MIT 
files.  I believe this open communication and our subsequent dialogue will undoubtedly yield the 
development of audience estimates that reflect the various needs of all of our client constituencies.  
We appreciate your active involvement in this process. 
 
The purpose of this letter is to respond to each of the questions and comments offered in your 
letter.  For ease of reference, each of your comments appear verbatim numbered and in bold 
below, along with our response. 
 
1. For the all-minute tape, Nielsen should continue to provide flagging of individual minutes 

that contain commercials and strive to provide flagging of individual seconds that contain 
commercials. 
 

Yes, we will continue to flag individual minutes that contain national commercial activity on the 
All Minute Respondent Level Data file as well as in NPOWER. 
 
Regarding the possible flagging of individual seconds that contain commercials:  Our metering 
technology does not provide continuous and uninterrupted second-by-second data throughout the 
collection process, thus we cannot deliver second by second audience data with commercial 
seconds flagged.  Our reporting of a minute rating (the lowest level of resolution in our reporting 
at this time) is derived from either channel based “change lines” in our Mark II metering system 
or audio codes in the A/P (Active/Passive) system.   
 
2. Any data released by Nielsen needs MRC accreditation. 
 
I assume you are referring to Monitor-Plus data.  All of us at Nielsen, including our colleagues at 
Monitor-Plus, recognize that Monitor-Plus data will have an increasingly important role in the 
industry since it will be used as the source for identifying national commercial minutes in ratings 
outputs.  Accordingly, we have determined that this is the appropriate time for Monitor-Plus to 
begin the MRC audit and accreditation process for its national television data.  Please note, that as 
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is the case with any first time audit, there will be many details to work out related to the scope, 
timing and other aspects of the audit.    
 
3. Any syndicated product that calculates an “average commercial rating” should remove VCR 
recording from the equation, until Nielsen can provide VCR playback. 
 
Our plan is to include VCR Record in any National Average Commercial Minute MIT file as our 
calculations need to be consistent across our National service.  We understand and respect the 
point of view of the AAAA Media Research Committee with respect to VCR Record in general.  
As we have discussed previously, the relatively poor quality of video and audio on VHS cassettes 
makes crediting accurately with the A/P Meter problematic.  In addition, as you know, we would 
need near full deployment of A/P Meters before they are in all VCR homes.  Given that recording 
levels have dropped in half over the past three years, we believe this to be an issue of diminishing 
importance. 
  
4. Nielsen should evaluate the various industry-proposed calculations of an average 
commercial minute, and compare their statistical reliability to one another and to the current 
average telecast rating.  
 
We agree and are doing precisely that.  We have not yet determined the definition of a “national 
commercial minute” and we are in the process of evaluating two definitions.  The first would 
include minutes that have 30 seconds or more of national commercial content.  The second would 
include minutes with any amount of national commercial content with the data weighted by the 
number of commercial seconds within the minute.  We are currently running an analysis that 
looks at the differences between the two methods.  Additionally, our researchers are evaluating 
both approaches (and potentially others) in order to determine the most appropriate method.  We 
will consult with all our clients before finalizing any decision.  (Please note that, unlike 
NPOWER which allows each client to create a custom definition, the new MITs will be based on 
a single definition of a national commercial minute arrived at via the analysis and process 
described above.) 
 
5. Nielsen should advise the industry how it plans to distinguish between national and local 
commercials for cable, and include cable networks not currently measured by Monitor-Plus.  
National and local commercial activity for syndication should also be discussed and evaluated.    
 
We agree.  Today Monitor-Plus can’t identify and remove commercial breaks which are 
designated for local cable avails and we recognize that the system must be enhanced to do so.  
Therefore, our Monitor-Plus group is purchasing equipment that can identify the cue tones in the 
national cable feeds that tell the local insertion equipment at the local cable headends which 
minutes are designated for local insertion.  Out target is to have this equipment installed, tested, 
and identifying local ad minutes on national cable networks before the end of the year. 
 
We also concur that Monitor-Plus must monitor all cable networks that are reported on the 
National MIT files – which means, specifically, those networks for which daily ratings data are 
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produced.  In order to accomplish this, we are doing two things.  (1) There are currently eight 
cable networks that are not monitored but which are included in MIT files.  Monitor-Plus is taking 
immediate steps to add these eight networks.  We currently anticipate measuring six of them by 
this November and the remaining two by year’s end.  (2) In addition, on a moving forward basis, 
once a cable network begins receiving daily ratings data (and is thus included on the MIT files) it 
will automatically be monitored by our Monitor-Plus service. 
 
We are also in the process of reviewing national syndicated television programming and 
commercial monitoring. There are some challenges associated with AT (Additional Telecast) 
programs in terms of the position of national commercials in each of the two different telecasts 
comprising the program rating. We will be reporting our findings shortly and most likely start 
with a review with associates from the SNTA and syndicators with expansion to other industry 
groups immediately afterward.  
 
6. If Monitor-Plus is to become the backbone of commercial audience estimates to be used as 
currency, the industry needs to be ensured of its validity.  It will need MRC audit and 
accreditation for all national television activity (network, cable, syndication).  What are 
Nielsen’s plans in this regard?  
 
Please see response under item 2 above. 
 
7. Whether to use Live, Live + Same Day, or Live Plus 7 Day is a matter for negotiation 
between buyer and seller.  From a research standpoint, there is no significant difference in 
terms of statistical reliability among the various streams of data.  Nielsen should not take sides 
or even appear to take sides on this issue. 
 
We agree.    
 
8. Upfront buys for the next broadcast year have been based on Live data.  That is the currency 
of the moment.  Nielsen therefore has an obligation to the industry to provide (on both tape and 
hard copy reports) audience data that corresponds to the industry’s current trading currency.  
If any ratings report or computer system can only handle one set of data, it must correspond to 
the currency of the moment. 
 
Standard MITs today are available for all three data streams and are used for post analyses and 
research evaluations.  These will continue to be available to support the transaction and general 
research needs of the marketplace.   
 
Many of our other reports and systems also provide three streams of data.  We have, as you know, 
some hard copy reports that can only be produced for one stream and they are based on Live+7 in 
order to reflect all viewing collected to a program, time period, viewing source, etc.  Based on 
conversations with our agency clients we have taken several steps to provide Live Only versions 
of additional reports that you told us have currency applications for you (NAD data being an 
example). 
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9. The potential use of any average commercial minute rating will eventually become a matter 
for discussion between buyers and sellers.  For now, however, it is a research issue requiring 
extensive evaluation by Nielsen and subsequent discussion through industry committee.  
 
Nielsen’s assertion that it will release multiple commercial minute rating tapes based on 
various client requests is quite disturbing.  It is one thing for an individual client to request a 
custom product for analytical purposes for internal use only.  But when Nielsen offers to make 
multiple custom-requested products available to everyone (at a cost) for “use as potential 
currency,” it threatens to thrust the entire industry into chaos. 
 
We agree that this is a topic for extensive discussion between Nielsen and all of its clients – 
buyers and sellers.  We now have a process that is inclusive. We will provide all clients with the 
same information at the same time, and will ensure that all interested clients have the opportunity 
to participate in the dialogue.   
 
Nielsen’s statement about “multiple client requests” refers very specifically to multiple data 
streams.  This is consistent with your comment in item 7 above. 
 
10. We believe Nielsen has a responsibility to the industry beyond simply being a data provider.  
When offering data as a syndicated industry product, the level of scrutiny must rise beyond 
what is necessary for an individual client’s request.  When Nielsen offers a syndicated product 
to the industry as a whole, Nielsen is implicitly (and explicitly) standing behind the data and 
vouching for its validity from a research standpoint.  This is the main reason Nielsen delayed 
the release of its weighted national sample until convinced that it met its research standards 
and rose to the level of currency.    
 
Our goal is to issue data of the highest quality at all times. We will not release any audience 
estimates that do not stand up to our own internal standards as well as those established for the 
industry. 
 
11. Several research issues are in play regarding an average commercial minute rating. 
How should we define a “commercial minute”? 
Please see item 4 above. 
 
12. There may be significant differences in the accuracy of the data when comparing different 
methods of calculating an average rating.  This should not become a matter of negotiations.  It 
must be driven by the highest quality research as determined by Nielsen (or industry evaluation 
facilitated by Nielsen).    
 
We agree.  As discussed in more detail below, we will provide analyses from our statisticians 
displaying the differences in standard error as a function of differences in durations.   
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13. A disturbing response came out of the recent Nielsen Client meeting in New York.  When 
questioned about the validity and stability of the proposed data that the broadcast networks 
were requesting, Nielsen’s response was that it was up to Nielsen’s customers, not Nielsen, to 
decide if the data was stable enough to use as currency.  We believe that Nielsen has the 
responsibility of doing the testing and giving us the statistics that will enable an intelligent 
analysis. There must be a very high research standard for any measurement tool to potentially 
be used as trading currency. 
 
Nielsen would not release data that do not meet our standards of reliability for buying and selling.  
At the same time it is our responsibility to produce both for ourselves and our clients the 
necessary statistics to assess reliability and quality.  However, there are often choices that clients 
make, and are for them to make, with regard to granularity of data versus amount of variance.  For 
example, a program rating based on a four week average and a program rating based on a 
quarterly average both easily exceed Nielsen and industry standards of reliability.  That said, there 
is lower variance associated with the quarterly average than the monthly average.  While this is an 
extreme example for illustration purposes, the point is that there are tradeoffs that clients make in 
using data every day—all within the bounds of acceptable standards. 
 
14. One agency has done research that indicates that for primetime broadcast, the typical 60-
minute show has 10-12 individual minutes that contain at least 30 seconds of national 
commercial time.  Does averaging 11 individual minutes provide as stable and robust a rating 
as averaging 60 minutes?  These are not the same 11 minutes in different episodes of the same 
program.  How does this differ for shorter-duration programs?  How does this affect the 
stability and projectability of the data by demographic segment?  What are the corresponding 
minute counts for cable, syndication, and other broadcast dayparts?  How does the stability and 
projectability of the data over time compare to current average telecast ratings? 
 
We are finalizing specifications for a comprehensive analysis that will provide clients with 
detailed data on the differences in standard and relative error comparing (1) program ratings (of 
various durations) (2) the average of all national commercial minutes within programs and (3) 
individual commercial minutes.  This will enable all clients to understand the differences based on 
the number of minutes averaged together.  We will review the specifications of this analysis with 
clients before running it.  Our work so far has shown relatively small differences in the amount of 
relative error between common program durations and the aggregate durations of the national 
commercial minutes within them.  We’d like to talk more with you about this topic to assess 
additional data analysis and insights we could provide you. 
 
15. VCR recording should be removed from the ratings for any calculation of an average 
commercial minute.  The network argument that since Nielsen can’t measure VCR playback, it 
is equally unfair to remove recording from the ratings as leaving it in, is understandable when 
it comes to program-based ratings.  When we’re talking about commercial measurement, 
however, this argument no longer holds up.  The move toward commercial type measurement 
provides the opportunity to correct this situation.  We believe Nielsen has an obligation to 
provide the best research possible, and do not find it helpful for any average commercial 
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minute tape to be released containing VCR recording, unless playback can be accurately 
measured by you.   
 
Please see reply in item 3 above. 
 
Thank you again for your letter and the thoughts contained within it.  I look forward to discussing 
all of the above with the AAAA Media Research Committee at your convenience.  In the interim, 
we will share all new information related to the development of the National Average 
Commercial Minute MITs with the AAAA as well as with all other client groups.   
 
I would appreciate your forwarding this letter to members of all the AAAA media committees 
that you copied on your letter as I don’t have all the contact information. 
 
Best regards, 
   

 
 
 
Cc:   AAAA:  Donna Campbell, Mike Donahue, Claire Franks 

Nielsen: Susan Whiting, Dave Thomas, Catherine Herkovic, Paul Donato, Kevin 
Svenningsen, Pat McDonough, Jack Oken, Tom Ziangas 

 
 
 


