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August 16, 2006 
 
Ira Sussman 
VP Research & Insight 
Cabletelevision Advertising Bureau 
CONCAM 
830 3rd Avenue, 2nd Floor 
New York, NY  10022 
 
Dear Ira: 
 
Thank you again for your memo (July 21, 2006) on behalf of CONCAM outlining the 
committee’s questions and concerns regarding the creation of a MIT file containing 
average national commercial minute audience estimates.  We greatly appreciate the 
input of CONCAM, and look forward to working in partnership with you and your 
colleagues within the cable industry, as well as with other Nielsen national clients.  
 
We have reviewed your memo carefully and would like to share, point by point, our 
responses regarding the questions and issues raised in it.  For the sake of clarity, each 
of your questions appears in bold below, followed by our response. 
 
Precision 
 
How many seconds of commercial time define a ‘commercial’ minute?  
What impact would different thresholds have on the estimate? 

 
� 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 
review 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.) 
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How can we know which minutes are included and which are not? Nielsen 
must include a summary log file that tells us which minutes were included 
in the commercial average, the ratio, and the duration of commercial 
minutes included. 
 

� Both the All Minute Respondent Level Data File and NPOWER contain minute by 
minute data with national commercial indicators and the number of national 
commercial seconds contained in each minute.  Either of these sources can be 
used to identify the commercial minutes contributing to the commercial minute 
averages. 

 
The Average Commercial Minute MIT file will contain the following fields itself: 

o Commercial Minute Program Duration 
This will be a four character field containing the duration (number) of the 
national commercial minutes contained in the telecast, program or 
trackage. 

 
o Number of Contributing Commercial Telecasts 

For programs and trackages, this four character field will indicate the 
number of telecasts that had national commercial minutes to contribute to 
the commercial audience data. 
 
 

Will there be a way to identify programming as either sponsored or non-
sponsored?  How will sponsored promos be factored? How will 
commercial-free programs be factored? How will infomercials be factored? 

� There are different types of sponsorships, such as “moving sponsorships” and 
“still sponsorships”.  How these sponsorships are handled varies by sponsorship 
type, and by program provider.  As this is therefore a complex topic, we are 
preparing a separate document to review this subject in detail. 

� Promos on one’s own or sister network will not be included.  Promos airing on 
another network, in national time, could be included in the future.  We are 
currently researching the time needed to make this possible. 

� Any program telecasts not containing national commercial minutes will not have 
listings or audience estimates reported on the Average Commercial Minute MIT 
file.  There will be no “place-holders” for program telecasts included on the 
standard MITs that do not contain national commercial minutes. 

� Infomercials will not be included. 

 

How will minutes be assigned between programs (and for TP data - 
between quarter hours)? 

� Minutes are assigned to programs based on the air time of the commercial and 
the reported start and end times for each program. 

� There will initially not be time-period based data on the file.  In the future, when 
these data are added, the commercial minutes (commercial “clock” minutes) will 
be assigned to the quarter hours they fall within. 
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How does Nielsen define / measure DR and how will these spots be 
credited correctly? 

� Monitor-Plus defines a Direct Response ad as any advertisement that attempts to 
sell goods directly to the consumer.  The simple inclusion of a 1-800 number or a 
website on the screen does not necessarily qualify as direct response.  The 
advertisement must clearly be prompting an immediate response to act.  Phrases 
such as “here’s how to order” or “call now” are typical in a direct response 
advertisement.   

Direct Response ads are not considered to be National Commercial time and 
therefore will not be included in the file. 

 

Monitor-Plus 
 
Monitor-Plus can not identify local cable ad insertions, yet it can for 
broadcast. What is Nielsen’s plan for removing local cable ads from the 
national estimate? 

� You are correct that Monitor-Plus today 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 the necessary equipment to upgrade our service.  This equipment, 
once installed, will be able to identify the cue tones in the national cable feeds 
that tell the advertising insertion equipment at the cable headends which minutes 
are designated for local cable insertion.  Our target is to have this equipment 
installed, tested, and identifying local ad minutes on national cable networks 
before the end of this year. 

 
How accurate is the Monitor-Plus data? There are issues of missing data 
and data withdrawn for reprocessing (i.e. June 2006 Cable and Hispanic 
data).  Can the M+ commercial data support a reliable ratings product? If 
there are errors in the M+ data, will the custom tape be reprocessed? How 
are M+ and NPM time-synched to assure they are both identifying the same 
“minute”? Does M+ consistently match up to programmer commercial 
logs? 

� Testing that Monitor-Plus has done in the past has shown their methodology 
correctly identify commercials 96% of the time.  As this testing included the 
proper identification of brands and their variants, the rate of identifying solely 
which minutes are commercial in nature is likely to be higher than that.   

� Nielsen Media Research and Monitor-Plus both utilize the same time 
synchronization protocol (NTP or Network Time Protocol) and primarily 
synchronize with the atomic clock maintained by the National Institutes of 
Standards and Technologies, located in Boulder, CO.  Nielsen’s metered homes 
synchronize with our common collection facility in Oldsmar, Florida once a day 
when data is retrieved. Remote Media Monitoring Sites, utilized by both Nielsen 
Media Research and Monitor-Plus, synchronize with the Oldsmar collection 
facility when data is retrieved, multiple times each day.  Media Monitoring Sites 
which are networked with the Oldsmar collection facility are constantly 
synchronized.   
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Monitor-Plus’ pattern recognition technology identifies commercial spots based 
on this time and then correlates them with program name information from 
Nielsen Media Research (supplied by its client program providers), which are 
also applied based on this time. 

� Monitor-Plus is in close agreement with programmer commercial logs.  The logs 
are used solely to check the identification of commercials using the pattern 
recognition technology.  Only on occasion are differences found and they are 
usually in the assignment of spots to one program or another at the breaks 
between programs. 

 
� That said, we are carefully evaluating all aspects of Monitor-Plus data and 

processes, and have already identified some areas that need to be enhanced. 
For example, we will coordinate more closely the reprocessing of program names 
data received from our cable network clients.  In addition we will ensure tight 
coordination of data reprocessing (whether it be due to an issue with the 
audience data or the commercial data) to ensure consistency across data sets.  
We are currently putting together a detailed write up of all these process 
enhancements and will share them with you.  

 
Monitor-Plus should monitor all Nielsen reported cable networks. What is 
Nielsen’s plan for addressing this? 

� We 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 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. 

 
If Monitor-Plus is to become the foundation of a currency level commercial 
audience estimate, it is critical it be submitted for MRC audit and 
accreditation. When would this occur?  

� 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, specifically with 
regard to Monitor-Plus’ national television data.  Please note, that as 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.    
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Predictability 

How projectable is the data? The 4As Media Research Committee Study on 
Commercial Audiences reported a wide variation from telecast to telecast 
within the same program name. How well can the data then predict which 
programs will retain audience in future telecasts as well? 

� This is a topic we’d like to talk to you more about.  Subsequent to that, we can 
develop an analysis to provide insight into the questions posed above.  One can 
speculate that there is less change (telecast to telecast, month to month, etc.) in 
people’s viewing of programs than there is to people’s viewing of the commercial 
content within programs.  That does not mean the former is a more accurate 
measure of viewership to commercial content.  However, if one is looking to 
predict which programs will retain audience in future telecasts, then using 
traditional program level data seems most appropriate. 

 

What is the difference in standard error between a program average and a 
commercial minute average? Do we know if the variation is relative to 
sample size and therefore may differ on broadcast v. cable; on higher rated 
programs v. lower rated programs; on different programming genres?  

o What is Nielsen’s research plan to assess these issues? Will 
Nielsen provide a tool to evaluate the standard error of the 
reported commercial minute 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.  

 

Creative executions can affect viewer retention. Can Nielsen, through M+ 
identify and aggregate ratings for individual creative across programs to 
understand the degree they may affect future commercial pod 
performance? 

� Monitor-Plus can identify individual creatives across programs.  Ratings could 
then be provided for the minutes associated with specific creatives.  We would be 
interested in working with any clients on custom analyses that provide insight into 
this topic. 
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Practicality 

A large portion of the cable business is posted on time period rather than 
program average. Will the data tape be provided for both program average 
and time-period based estimates?  

� Initially, the MIT files will only consist of program based data.  However, we have 
an interim solution for those clients accustomed to using the time period data 
provided on the current MITs.  The following pieces of information will be 
included with the program telecast data, making it possible to aggregate to 
dayparts: 

o Telecast start time 

o Telecast duration 

o Contributing commercial duration 

We will provide computations for aggregating to daypart levels. 

� As we look ahead, we recognize the need to develop pure time-period based 
national commercial minute data.  The research into this is currently underway 
and we will report back to you as soon as possible. 

 

It is worth noting, however, that with the growth of DBS and Digital Cable, program and 
time period data for dual feed cable networks have grown increasingly different as more 
and more homes are able to view feeds meant for times zones other than their own.  
Program data is processed on a “true-feed” basis and accurately reflects the 
programming seen by each home and person.  Time-period data is produced based on 
the assumption that homes are viewing the feed most commonly seen in their local time 
zones.  Daypart level data built from program data more accurately reflects the actual 
programming and commercials seen within these dayparts, than does data computed on 
a pure time-period basis.  We suggest that cable networks who currently utilize time 
period data consider the implications of this for the future. 

 

Nielsen states a client must be a subscriber to the All Minute RLD tape to 
get access to this stream (or purchase the stream separately). What are the 
financial implications to the industry for this new data stream?   

� A client does not need to subscribe to the All Minute Respondent Level Data File 
in order to subscribe to Average Commercial Minute MITs.  Those that do 
receive the All Minute File will have the option of receiving Average Commercial 
Minute MITs at no additional cost.  For all other clients, we have developed 
pricing just for these new MITs.  Nielsen marketing representatives will be in 
contact with their individual clients shortly to provide pricing.   

 

What systems will be provided / made available for clients currently without 
systems to analyze the data?  

� In addition to the upcoming MIT files, commercial minute data is available today 
via Nielsen’s own NPOWER application and as well as via the All Minute 
Respondent Level Data file for those clients wishing to utilize third party 
processor software. 
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What pre-release reports will Nielsen provide to the industry to help them 
understand the impact of commercial ratings? 

� When Nielsen received requests for the development of these supplemental MIT 
files, it was articulated that the MITs themselves would be the most useful format 
for evaluation data because clients process MITs all the time either via internal 
systems or third party processors.  That said, we are able to augment the MITs 
with summary level data based on specifications that we can work out with 
interested clients.  We will follow up with you regarding this request.  

 

How often will this tape be produced? If this becomes a currency there will 
be a need for a daily flow of data in order to steward buys. 

� The files will be produced on a weekly basis.  As with the current MITs, each 
weekly file will contain individual day level data within it.  They will be mailed 4 
days after the standard MIT files mail.  Please note, that when the new MITs first 
become available, we will produce data back to the start of the upcoming 
television season. 

 

Thanks again for your letter.  We believe we have a process moving forward 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. 

We look forward to discussing all of the above with you and your CONCAM colleagues.  
In particular, we suggest that a good next step would be for Nielsen to host a follow up 
meeting with CONCAM, at your earliest convenience, to enable a full discussion of these 
issues.   

 

Best regards, 

 

 
Tom Ziangas 

 

Cc: Sara Erichson 

 Dave Thomas 

 Susan Whiting 

 Tom Hicks 

 Jeff King 

 Marie Jannone 

 

 

 


