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--


Since the beginning of radio, the broadcaster has been interested in how the owner of a receiver reacts to the programs presented over the air. Some of the questions to which the broadcaster, whether he is an educator or advertiser, is anxious to secure the answers are as follows:

1. When does the listener use his receiver?

2. For how long a period does he use it?

3. To what station or stations does he listen?

4. Who listens (sex, age, economic and educational level)?

5. What does he do while the receiver is in operation?

6. What does he do as a result of the program?

7. What are his program preferences?

—Frank N. Stanton (1935) 



Frank Stanton, who later became president of CBS, wrote those words in his doctoral dissertation. Little has changed since that time. The electronic media have undergone great transformations, but the basic research question—a need to know the audience—has been one of the most enduring features of the industry. In this chapter, we trace the evolution of the audience measurement business. Our purpose is not to offer a comprehensive history of audience measurement. Rather, our interest in the growth of ratings is motivated by a desire to better understand the industry's present condition, and perhaps to anticipate its future. 



Even the first broadcaster wanted to know who was listening. After more than 5 years of research, experimentation, and building on the work of others, Reginald A. Fessenden broadcast the sound of human voices on Christmas Eve in 1906. He played the violin, sang, recited poetry, and played a phonograph record. Then the electrical engineer promised to be back on the air again for New Year's Eve and asked anyone who had heard the broadcast to write him. Apparently, he got a number of letters from radio operators, many of them on ships at sea, who were astonished to hear more than Morse code on their headphones. Other early station operators asked for letters from listeners as well. Dr. Frank Conrad, who in 1920 developed KDKA in Pittsburgh for Westinghouse, played specific records requested by his correspondents. 



A need to know the audience, however, quickly became more than just a curiosity about unseen listeners. By the early 1920s, AT&T executives had demonstrated that charging clients a toll to make announcements over its station was an effective way to fund the medium. It was a short step from the concept of toll broadcasting to the notion of selling commercials to advertisers. 



By 1928, broadcasting was sufficiently advanced to provide listeners with consistent and quality reception. Many had developed the habit of listening to radio, and broadcasters, in cooperation with advertisers, were developing program formats ''suitable for sponsorship" (Spaulding, 1963). Despite public controversy over whether radio should be used for advertising, the Great Depression, beginning in 1929, caused radio station owners to turn increasingly to advertisers for support. 



For radio to be a successful advertising medium, time buyers had to know who was in the audience. Newspapers were already providing authenticated figures on distribution through the Audit Bureau of Circulation. Theater and movie audiences could be measured by ticket sales. Phonograph popularity could be measured by sales and later jukebox plays. But broadcasters and their advertisers were left with irregular, and frequently inadequate, assessments of audience size and composition. 



Many radio advertisers, for example, offered coupons or prizes in an attempt to measure response. In 1933, about two thirds of NBC's advertisers offered incentives listeners could send for—mostly novelty items, information booklets, or a chance to win a contest. Sometimes responses were overwhelming. In answer to a single announcement on a children's program, WLW in Cincinnati got more than 20,000 letters. The program's sponsor, Hires Root Beer, used these responses to select specific stations on which to advertise in the future. But soliciting listener response had risks. The makers of Ovaltine, a drink for children, and the sponsors of Little Orphan Annie, asked fans to send in labels in order to free Annie from kidnappers. As you might imagine, this provoked an uproar from parents. 



Early station operators used equally primitive techniques to estimate audience size. Some counted fan mail, others simply reported the population, or number of receivers sold, in their markets. These unreliable methods invited exaggeration. The networks were more deliberate. NBC commissioned a study in 1927 to determine not only the size of its audience, but the hours and days of listening. Analysts sought information on the economic status of listeners, foreshadowing the use of demographics, now so much a part of audience research. CBS conducted an on-the-air mail survey in 1930, offering a free map to all who would write the station to which they were listening. Reviewers compared the response to the population of each county and developed the first CBS coverage maps. But none of these attempts offered the kind of regular, independent measurement of the audience that the medium would need to sustain itself. 



The Development of Audience Measurement 



The history of ratings research provides an account of the broadcasting business. It is a story of individual researchers and entrepreneurs, of struggles for industry acceptance, and the evolution of research methods. Every major ratings research company rose to prominence by perfecting and promoting its researchers' approach. Most major changes in the structure and services of the industry have also been tied to research methods. For this reason, we have chosen to organize our discussion of the industry's history around the methods these firms have used. 



Telephones 



From 1930 to 1935 the revenues and profits of the network companies nearly doubled, at a time when the country and other businesses were in deep economic depression. American families had no money to spend on other diversions, but they found radio entertaining. The audience grew rapidly. An important stimulant to that growth, however, was the emergence of a system for providing audience estimates that advertisers could believe. The first such system depended on another technological marvel—the telephone. 



Then, as now, advertisers were the driving force behind ratings research, and it was advertisers who helped create the first regular ratings company. In 1927, a baking powder company hired the Crossley Business Research Company to survey the effectiveness of its radio advertising. Two years later Crossley analysts conducted a similar survey for Eastman Kodak using telephone interviews to ask people if they had heard a specific program. Although the telephone was an unconventional tool for conducting survey research, it seemed well suited for measuring something as far-flung and rapidly changing as the radio audience. 



Archibald Crossley, the research company president, and a well-known public opinion pollster, suggested to the Association of National Advertisers (ANA) that a new industry association might use the telephone to measure radio listening. His report, entitled "The Advertiser Looks at Radio," was widely distributed and ANA members quickly agreed to a monthly fee for regular and continuous listening surveys. The American Association of Advertising Agencies (AAAA) also agreed on the need for regular audience measurements. 



This new service, officially called the Cooperative Analysis of Broadcasting, or CAB, began in March 1930. More often than not, however, its reports were referred to in the trade press as the Crossley ratings. Even the popular press began to note the rise or fall of a specific program or personality in the ratings. Initially, only advertisers paid CAB for its service, but soon advertising agencies began to subscribe. The network analysts had access to the reports as well, using them for selling and making programming decisions, but they could not make "official" use of them. Significantly, it was not until 1937 when NBC and CBS were allowed to become subscribers, thus sharing the cost. 



Crossley revised his methods and expanded the information provided a number of times in the early years. By the 1935 1936 season, surveys were being conducted in the 33 cities that had stations carrying CBS and the two NBC networks. Calls were placed four times during the day and respondents were asked to recall the radio listening during the previous 3 6 hours. Hence, Crossley's method was known as telephone recall. Monthly, and later biweekly, reports were provided giving audience estimates for all national network programs. Further, 3 times each year there were more explicit summaries providing detailed reports on station audiences hour by hour, with breakdowns for geographic and financial categories. 



There were, however, problems with the CAB methods. One problem was measuring radio listeners who lacked telephones. Oddly enough, this was less a problem in the early years of the service because the first families to purchase radios were high-income households likely to have telephones. But the growth of radio homes quickly outpaced those with telephones. By the end of the 1930s, CAB researchers had to alter their sampling procedures to include more low-income homes to compensate. 



The most serious limitation to the CAB method was the requirement that listeners recall (remember) what they had heard. Users of another technique that featured a simultaneous or coincidental telephone survey challenged Crossely's early dominance of the ratings business. George Gallup measured audience size by conducting personal interviews and asking what stations respondents listened to as early as 1929, while at Drake University in Iowa. Soon thereafter, he went to work for Young and Rubicam, a major advertising agency, where he did a telephone coincidental on a nationwide basis. There were other pioneers of the telephone coincidental, like Pauline Arnold, Percival White, and John Karol, who became director of research for CBS. 



In 1933, Pauline Arnold specifically compared the telephone recall and co- incidental methods, as summarized in Lumley (1934): 


The results showed that some programs, which were listened to by many listeners, were reported the next day by only a few. In general, dramatic programs were better remembered than musical programs. However, the rank correlation between the percentage of listeners hearing 25 (half-hour) programs and the percentage reporting having heard them was about 0.78. This is a measure of the adequacy of the Crossley survey as compared with the simultaneous telephone survey. (pp. 29 30) 



The telephone coincidental provided a methodological advantage that opened the door for CAB's first ratings competitor. This happened when Claude Hooper and Montgomery Clark quit the market research organization of Daniel Starch in 1934 to start Clark Hooper. Dr. George Gallup assisted them in arranging for their first survey. Hooper later wrote, "Even the coincidental method which we have developed into radio's basic source of audience size measurement was originally presented to us by Dr. George Gallup" (Chappell & Hooper, 1944, p. vii). In the fall of that year, Clark Hooper launched a syndicated ratings service in 16 cities. 



Ironically, Clark Hooper was first supported by a group of magazine publishers unhappy that radio was claiming a larger share of advertiser dollars. The group believed Crossley's recall technique overstated the radio audience. Although it was expected then that coincidental ratings would capture certain unremembered listening, the publishers hoped Clark Hooper would show that many people were not at home, and many others at home were not listening to the radio. In fact, the first Clark Hooper results did show lower listening levels than those of CAB. 



In 1938, Clark Hooper split, the former taking the company's print research business. With great faith in the future of radio, Hooper stayed in business for himself. His research method was simple. Those answering the phone were asked: 



· Were you listening to the radio just now? 



· To what program were you listening? 



· Over what station is that program coming? 



· What advertiser puts on that program? 



Then they were asked the number of men, women, and children listening when the telephone rang. 



Hooperatings, as his audience estimates came to be called, were lower than CAB's for some programs but higher for others. Hooper argued, people were better able to remember programs that ran longer, were more popular, and had been on the air for a longer period of time. Respondents were also much more likely to recall variety programs, and most likely to forget having listened to news (Chappell & Hooper, 1944). The industry began to regard C. E. Hooper's coincidentals as more accurate than CAB's recall techniques. 



But methodological superiority was not enough. As a creature of the ANA and AAAA, CAB was entrenched with the advertising industry. Hooper decided to pursue the broadcast media themselves, arguing that, because CAB was set up to serve the buyer of radio time, his objective would be establishing a service that would furnish audience measurements to both the buyer and the seller of radio time. If CAB saw fit to ignore networks and stations, Hooper would enlist them as clients and provide the audience research they needed. This strategy was perceptive, for today, it is media organizations that account for the majority of ratings service revenues. 



Hooper also promoted the popular acceptance of Hooperatings. Each month he released information on the highest rated evening programs, not only to the trade press, but to popular columnists as well. In this way, C. E. Hooper, Inc. became the industry's most visible and talked-about supplier of audience information. Radio comedians even began to joke about their, or the competition's, Hooperatings. 



In addition to promoting popular consciousness about program ratings, Hooper was also responsible for establishing many of the traditions and practices of contemporary ratings. He instituted the "pocketpiece" format for ratings reports, now the hallmark of the national Nielsen ratings, as well as concepts like "available audience" and "sets in use." He also instituted audience shares, which he called "percent of listeners," and the composition of the audience in terms of age and gender. Thus, by the end of the 1930s the pattern of commercial audience research for broadcasting was set. 



Hooper and his company were efficient and aggressive. He researched methods to improve accuracy and added new services, especially to help the networks and stations. He was also relentlessly critical of the CAB recall method. As a part of this battle, in 1941, Hooper hired Columbia University psychology professor Matthew Chappell to study recall and memory. Two years later they wrote a book trumpeting the advantage of telephone coincidental. 



Hooper's aggressiveness paid off, and, just after World War II, he bought out CAB, on the verge of collapse. C. E. Hooper was the unquestioned leader in ratings research. But as Hooper reached his zenith, broadcasting began to change. The number of radio stations expanded rapidly, and the new medium of television altered the way people used leisure time. A new methodology and company were ascendant as well. Although he continued to offer local measurement of radio and television, in 1950, Hooper sold his national ratings service to A. C. Nielsen. 



Personal Interviews 



In-person, formal interviews were often used in early radio surveys, especially by academics with a sociology or marketing background. This method is no longer a mainstay of the ratings industry, although personal interviews in the home and focus groups are used to obtain other types of audience information. These methods are used, for example, in evaluations of local news programming and tests of radio formats and program pilots. Knowing something about the method, therefore, is relevant both to current practice and an understanding of how audience measurement shapes the industry it serves. 



Most of the early Daniel Starch studies for NBC were personal interviews, beginning with the first in spring 1928. And even though the first ratings services had come into existence, in the 1930s, CBS commissioned Starch to do a series of reports. CBS argued that this provided more accurate information, because Hooper's methodology missed all non-telephone homes—which biased results against viewers in the smaller communities. Because CBS had fewer and, often, less powerful affiliated stations than NBC, the network's management felt they could only benefit from this type of audience research (CBS, 1937). 



In the late 1930s, while Crossley and Hooper differed over telephone data collection, and Nielsen perfected his metering device, the personal interview was still the most accepted method of collecting sociopsychological behavior information. Dr. Sydney Roslow in particular, who had a doctorate in psychology, became intrigued with the technique while interviewing visitors at the New York World's Fair. With the encouragement of Paul Lazarsfeld, Roslow adapted these techniques to radio listening. In the fall of 1941, he began providing audience estimates, called "The Pulse of New York," based on a personal interview roster-recall method he developed. Respondents were contacted and given a list of programs, or roster, to aid in their recall of listening for the past few hours. Because Hooper, and later Nielsen, concentrated on network ratings, Roslow's local service expanded rapidly—especially with the proliferation of stations after the war. By the early 1960s, Pulse was publishing reports in 250 radio markets around the country and was the dominant source for local radio measurement. 



The roster-recall method had significant advantages over Roslow's competitors. It could include out-of-home listening (e.g., automobile and work), and measure radio use during hours not covered by the telephone coincidental—Hooper was limited to calls from 8 a.m. to 10:30 p.m. Furthermore, roster recall provided more demographic detail and information on minority and foreign-language stations popular with those unlikely to have phones. 



The easy availability of local radio ratings offering information on listeners hard to reach with other methods had a significant impact on the shape of local radio. Roslow's emphasis on measuring audiences in the metro area, versus Nielsen's nationwide measurement of network programs, contributed to the rise of Top 40 and popular music format stations. Local advertisers were interested only in the number of listeners in their marketing area. These rock music stations usually had lower transmission power but very high shares within their smaller coverage area. Thus, "The Pulse of New York" was a boon to the growth of rock formats when more local stations were going on the air and more network programs and personalities were transferring to TV or drifting into oblivion. 



In the 1970s, yet another ratings company, featuring another method, took control of local radio ratings. The American Research Bureau, or ARB (described in the sections that follow), took its success with television diary techniques to radio. A subsidiary of a large computer company, ARB had superior computing power, which facilitated the timely production of market reports. Rock and ethnic stations that favored the interview method were not as aggressive in selling to advertising agencies, which increasingly came to accept the diary technique promoted by news and easy-listening stations. In 1978, Pulse went out of business. 



Meters 



The advantage of making a permanent, continuous record of what people were actually listening to, as it happened, was obvious from the beginning of radio. But technical obstacles precluded this development until the 1930s. Recording systems were uncommon until the late 1940s, but when these meters finally arrived, they had a profound and lasting impact on the ratings business. 



While a student at Columbia University in 1929, Claude Robinson—later a partner with George Gallup in public opinion research—patented a device to "provide for scientifically measuring the broadcast listener response by making a comparative record of . . . receiving sets . . . tuned over a selected period of time" (Beville, 1988, p. 17). RCA, parent of NBC, bought the patent, but nothing more is known of the device. Despite the advantages of a meter, none had been perfected, leading Lumley (1934) to report: 



Although the possibilities of measurement using a mechanical or electrical recording device would be unlimited, little development has taken place as yet in this field. Reports have been circulated concerning devices to record the times at which the set is tuned in together with a station identification mark. None of these devices has been used more than experimentally. Stanton, however, has perfected an instrument which will record each time at which a radio set is turned on. (pp. 179 180) 



The reference was to Lumley's student Frank N. Stanton. For his dissertation—which began with the paragraph that opens this chapter—Stanton built and tested 10 recorders "designed to record set operation for [a] period as long as six weeks" (Lumley, 1934, p. 180). On wax-coated tape, one stylus marked 15-minute intervals while another marked when the set was switched on. The device did not record station tuning. It was used instead to compare listening as recorded on questionnaires. Stanton found that respondents tended to underestimate time spent with the set on (a bias that holds true today). 



In 1930 and 1931, Robert Elder of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology conducted studies of radio's advertising effectiveness that were published by CBS. In 1933 1934, he and Louis F. Woodruff, an electrical engineer, designed and tested a device to record radio tuning. The device scratched a record on paper by causing a stylus to oscillate as the radio tuner was moved across the dial. Elder called his device an Audimeter and sought a patent. Elder discovered RCA's (Robinson) patent and was granted permission to proceed. The first field test used about 100 of the recorders in the Boston area. In 1936, Arthur C. Niel sen heard a speech by Elder describing the device and apparently began negotiating to buy the rights to the technique immediately. 



An electrical engineering graduate of the University of Wisconsin, Nielsen had opened a business to test the efficiency of industrial equipment. He began in 1923 during a period of great expansion for inventing, manufacturing, and the rapid deployment of new assembly-line techniques. The business survived but did not prosper. In 1933, a pharmaceutical client suggested to a Nielsen employee that what they really needed was information on the distribution and turnover of their products. Nielsen responded with a consumer survey based on a panel of stores to check inventory in stock. A food index was added, and the company expanded and prospered. The A. C. Nielsen Company was on its way to becoming the largest marketing research firm in the world. But it was the acquisition of the Elder Woodruff audimeter that ultimately imprinted the Nielsen name in Americans' consciousness. 



With his profits and engineering background, Nielsen redesigned the device. Field tests in 1938 in Chicago and North Carolina compared city and rural listening. Despite war shortages, by 1942 the company launched the Nielsen Radio Index (NRI), based on 800 homes equipped with the device. Nielsen technicians had to visit each home periodically to change the paper tape, which slowed data collection. However, the company also provided information about product purchases, based on an inventory of each household's "pantry." Having already established a good reputation with advertisers, Nielsen began to overtake the dominant ratings supplier, C. E. Hooper. 



During the 1950s, Nielsen continued to expand his ratings business and perfect the technology of audience measurement. In 1950—the same year he acquired Hooper's national ratings service—he initiated the Nielsen Television Index (NTI), the company's first attempt to measure that fledgling medium. By the middle of the decade, he launched the Nielsen Station Index (NSI) to provide local ratings in radio and television. His engineers perfected a new version of the audimeter that recorded tuner activity on a 16mm film cartridge. More important, the cartridge could be mailed directly to Nielsen sample households and mailed back to Nielsen headquarters, thereby speeding the rate of data collection. Nielsen had also begun to use diaries for gathering audience demographics. To improve their accuracy, he introduced a special device called a recordimeter, which monitored hours of set usage and flashed a light to remind people to complete their diaries. 



The 1960s were more tumultuous for Nielsen and all ratings companies. In an atmosphere charged by quiz show scandals on television, reports of corruption and payola in the music industry, and growing social unrest, the U.S. Congress launched a far-reaching investigation of the ratings business. Recognizing the tremendous impact ratings had on broadcasters, and concerned about reports of shoddy research, Oren Harris, chairman of the House Committee on Interstate and Foreign Commerce, orchestrated a lengthy study of industry practices. In 1966, the Harris Committee issued its report. Although it stopped short of recommending legislation to regulate audience measurement, the investigation had a sobering effect on the ratings business—still evident in the scrupulous detail with which methods and the reliability of ratings are reported, and by the existence of the Media Rating Council (until 1982 the Broadcast Rating Council; from 1982 to 1998 the Electronic Media Rating Council). 



As the premier ratings company, Nielsen was particularly visible in the congressional hearings, especially its radio index. In response, Mr. Nielsen personally developed a new radio index that would be above criticism. But potential customers resisted the increased costs associated with data collection. An angry Nielsen withdrew from national radio measurement altogether in 1964. In fact, a year earlier Nielsen had discontinued local radio measurement, leaving Pulse unchallenged. 



A new company, Statistical Research, Inc. (SRI), filled the void left by Nielsen's exit. SRI was formed in 1969 by Gerald Glasser, a statistics professor at New York University, and Gale Metzger, former director of research for the Nielsen Media division. Three years later, the company took over operation of a collaborative industry research effort called Radio's All Dimension Audience Research (RADAR®), for which Glasser had been a consultant. Since then, SRI has provided bi-annual reports on radio network audiences and, as discussed in a later section, was able to mount a credible threat to Nielsen with its SMART system. 



The need to measure Internet audiences has introduced new types of metering to electronic media analysis. Firms like Nielsen and Arbitron have traditionally used survey research techniques and special meters to measure mass media consumption. Newer companies interested in computer usage have simply taken advantage of existing desktop machines. Usage is tracked with software products that consumers download onto their computers. It is this system of tracking that is currently the mainstay of the Internet ratings business. Audience measurement firms like Media Metrix collect data through computer programs that monitor the online activities of those who agree to be part of their samples. 



Diaries 



Radio-set builders and listeners in the 1920s had little interest in programs. Instead, they sought to hear as many different and distant stations as possible. They kept elaborate logs of the signals they heard, when they heard them, and noted things like station call letters, city of origin, slogans, and program titles. Despite this early practice and the occasional use of diaries by radio ratings firms, the diary method did not take hold in commercial audience research until the rise of television. 



The first systematic research on diaries was done by Garnet Garrison, a professor at the University of Michigan. In 1937, he began to "experiment de eloping a radio research technique for measurement of listening habits which would be inexpensive and yet fairly reliable" (Garrison, 1939, p. 204). Garrison, aware of other methods for capturing audience data—telephone survey, either coincidental or unaided recall, personal interviews, mail analysis or surveys, and "the youngster automatic recording"—borrowed something from each. It could be sent and retrieved by mail, included a program roster, and was thought to be objective. Garrison's table was arranged in a grid from 6 a.m. to midnight divided into 15-minute segments. He asked respondents to list station, programs, and the number of listeners. He concluded that: "With careful attention to correct sampling, distribution of listening tables, and tabulation of the raw data, the technique of 'listening tables' should assist materially in obtaining at small cost quite detailed information about radio listening" (p. 205). 



CBS researchers experimented with diaries in the 1940s but apparently thought the data applicable only to programming rather than sales. It was used to track such things as audience composition, listening to lead-in or lead-out programs, and charting audience flow and turnover. In the late 1940s, Hooper added diaries to his telephone sample in areas that could not be reached practically by telephone. This mixture of diary and coincidental was unsatisfactory. Indeed, one reason for Hooper's slippage against Nielsen was that the telephone method was basically confined to large metro areas where TV first began to siphon the radio audience. Hence, Hooper tended to understate radio listenership. 



It wasn't until the late 1940s that diaries were introduced as the principal method of a syndicated research service. As director of research for the NBC-owned station in Washington, DC, James Seiler had proposed using diaries to measure radio for several years. The station finally agreed to try a survey for its new TV station. NBC helped pay for several tests, but Seiler set up his own company to begin a regular ratings service. 



He called the company American Research Bureau (ARB), and in Washington, just after the war, the name sounded official, even patriotic. Seiler issued his first local market report in 1949. Based on a week-long diary, spanning May 11 18, Ed Sullivan's Toast of the Town Sunday variety program earned a 66.4 rating. Wrestling, on the ABC affiliate at a different time, got a 37.5, and Meet the Press on NBC got a 2.5. 



By fall, the company was also measuring local TV in Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York. Chicago and Cleveland were added the next year. The company grew slowly while television and the diary research methodology gained acceptance. Diaries were placed in TV homes identified by random phone calls. From the beginning, Seiler was careful to list the number of diaries placed, and those "recovered and usable." Further, "breakdowns of numbers of men, women, and children per set for specific programs [could] be furnished by extra tabulation" (American Research Bureau, 1947, p. 1).

Another research company had begun diary-based ratings in Los Angeles in 1947, using the name Tele-Que. The two companies merged in 1951, adding reports for Los Angeles, San Diego, and San Francisco and bringing to ARB several young, bright researchers, among them Roger Cooper and R. R. ''Rip" Ridgeway, who would help lead the company's growth. 



Through the 1950s, ARB emerged as the prime contender to Nielsen's local TV audience measurement, especially after 1955, when it took over Hooper's local TV ratings business. The company expanded and by 1961 was measuring virtually every TV market twice a year, and larger markets more often. Network and station programmers responded by scheduling attractive programming during these sweeps periods. Local radio reports, also compiled from diaries, appeared in 1965, which eventually put Pulse out of business and, for many years, left ARB the undisputed provider of local radio ratings. 



ARB also attempted to one-up Nielsen by developing a meter whose contents could be tapped by a telephone call. In 1957, ARB used phone lines in 300 New York City households and began to provide day-after ratings with an instantaneous meter. Advertisers and media executives approved, because it meant Nielsen might face effective competition. Unfortunately for ARB, Arthur Nielsen and his engineers had patented almost every conceivable way of metering a set. ARB's new owner, a firm named CEIR, was forced to pay Nielsen a fee for the rights to the device. Nevertheless, this spurred Nielsen to quickly wire a New York sample with meters, and later, in 1973, to introduce a Storage Instantaneous Audimeter (SIA) as the data-collection device for its full national sample. 



By 1967, ARB was acquired by the computer company, Control Data Corporation. Smarting from its run-in with Nielsen, ARB used the new owner's expertise to develop a metering technology that would not infringe on Nielsen patents. In 1973 the company changed its name to Arbitron. After the turbulent 1960s, what sounded patriotic after World War II now evoked a "big brother" image. A name change, it was thought, might improve response among suspicious respondents. The diary, however, remained the backbone of Arbitron's ratings research business. In November of 1993, Arbitron left the television audience measurement business to focus exclusively on local radio, continuing a dynamic history spawned six decades ago (see Table 6.1). 



The Audience Measurement Business Today 



Although a number of companies conduct research on audiences, a few firms dominate the ratings business. Nielsen, Arbitron, and Statistical Research, Inc. (SRI) are the dominant players in traditional television and radio markets, and Media Metrix, Inc., which includes the resources of RelevantKnowledge, competes with the newer Nielsen-NetRatings venture in the Internet ratings business. Nielsen Media Research, formerly a part of the larger A. C. Nielsen Company, became an independent, publicly traded company in July 1998. The

TABLE 6.1

	Person/Company
	Methodology
	Notes

	
	
	

	Archibald Crossley
	Same-day telephone recall
	Founded in 1930

	Cooperative Analysis of Broadcasting (CAB)
	 
	Supported by the Association of National Advertisers

	 
	 
	Measured national network programs

	 
	
	

	Claude Hooper and Montgomery Clark
	Telephone coincidental
	Founded in 1934

	Clark Hooper; later Hooper, Inc.
	 
	First supported by magazine publishers

	 
	 
	Produced Hooperatings

	 
	 
	Bought out CAB after WWII

	 
	
	

	Sydney Roslow
	Interviews—roster recall
	Founded in 1941

	The Pulse of New York
	 
	Measured local radio stations

	 
	 
	Went out of business in 1978

	 
	
	

	Arthur C. Nielsen
	Audimeter
	Launched "radio index" in 1942

	A. C. Nielsen Company, later Nielsen Media
	(later added diary collection)
	Acquired Hooper's national business in 1950

	Research
	 
	Ended radio measurement in 1964 to focus on TV

	 
	
	

	James Seiler
	Diary
	First survey in 1949

	American ResearchBureau, later Arbitron
	 
	Merged with Tele-Que in 1951

	 
	 
	Took over Hooper's local business in 1955

	 
	 
	Left television business in 1993 to focus on local radio

	 
	
	

	Tom Birch
	Telephone recall
	Provided competitive service to Arbitron until 1992

	Birch Radio
	 
	

	 
	
	

	Gale Metzger and Gerald Glasser
	Telephone recall (for RADAR®)
	Founded RADAR® in 1969

	Statistical Research, Inc.
	 
	Measures network radio listening

	 
	
	

	 
	Meter (for SMART)
	Uses wireless technology to record actual program viewing

	
	
	

	Ratings Research Companies and Methodologies
	
	

	Person/Company
	Methodology
	Notes

	Kurt Hanson
	Telephone recall
	Qualitative information to complement Arbitron

	Strategic Media Research
	 
	Built on concept of "core listeners"

	AccuTrack
	
	

	 
	 
	 

	Media Metrix
	
	

	 
	Software to record Internet usage
	Parent company developed PC Meter in 1995

	RelevantKnowledge
	Software to record Internet usage
	Founded in 1996. Merged with Media Metrix in 1998


firm measures national and local television audiences and has expanded to include Internet and other new media. VNU, a Dutch company, agreed to purchase Nielsen in 1999. Arbitron, now owned by Ceridian, continues to provide research for local radio stations, and SRI measures network radio listenership. In recent years, SRI has developed a metering technology that could lead to direct competition with Nielsen in the national television market. These firms supply the currency for the sale of advertising time in the traditional mass media: ratings. 



Small audience research firms come and go. Some carve out niches that are unfilled by large firms. Like the companies described previously, their creation and growth are attributable to entrepreneurs. However, these firms usually complement rather than substitute for the established research companies. For example, AccuTrack, an initiative of Kurt Hanson's Strategic Media Research, looks at the "awareness, attitudes and behavior" of radio listeners, which is intended to supplement rather than replace data supplied by Arbitron. This service doesn't measure quarter hour radio listening at all. Researchers work from the premise that the nature of the station is what's important about radio. The service is marketed to stations rather than advertisers and presented as a tool for programmers and general managers more than for salespeople. 



One research firm did mount a challenge to Arbitron's dominance in radio measurement. As a radio programmer, Tom Birch conducted research that helped him develop a popular format. Several stations asked him to do call-out research for them. From this, Birch started to measure radio use, and in 1980, he was providing a service based on telephone interviews to 18 markets, and soon expanded to more than 250. But the industry's verbal support for a competitor to Arbitron did not translate into monetary support. Birch's parent company, VNU, discontinued the local radio service in early 1992, and Birch sold his qualitative Scarborough service to his competitor Arbitron. 



It is interesting to note that SRI, AccuTrack, and Birch Radio returned to the method pioneered by Archibald Crossley—the telephone recall. These modern companies employed computers and long-distance calling from centralized facilities. Furthermore, the universal penetration of the telephone has minimized many of the problems of sample bias inherent in early applications of the method. While some limitations still exist, the comparative advantages of this technique (discussed in the following chapter) make such services viable even today. 



Although Nielsen remains the sole supplier of national TV network ratings, for a time in the 1980s, the firm was challenged by a serious contender for a share of the market. Audits of Great Britain (AGB) had long supplied England and other countries in Europe and Asia with ratings research. With a new measurement technology called the peoplemeter, AGB hoped to establish itself in the U.S. market (see chap. 7, this volume). Peoplemeters expanded the capabilities of traditional household meters by allowing viewers to enter information about who was watching television. AGB personnel worked hard for industry funding, including money from advertisers and the media. Within a couple of years they had sufficient support to wire the Boston market with peoplemeters and begin a field test of the system. Nielsen developers responded by announcing plans to test and implement its national peoplemeter service. In 1987, Nielsen began basing its NTI services on a sample of households equipped with peoplemeters. AGB held on for a time, but with equivocal support from the industry, especially the broadcast networks, its position was untenable. In 1988, it ceased U.S. operations. 



The introduction of peoplemeters reveals a good deal about the ratings business in America. On one hand, AGB received genuine encouragement from the industry, especially advertisers. This was not unlike the support Arbitron got when it tried to best Nielsen with an instantaneous meter in the late 1950s. Almost everyone, except Nielsen, is inclined to believe that competition would lead to improved services and lower costs to clients. In fact, the AGB threat undoubtedly accelerated the implementation of the Nielsen peoplemeter, although the company had been experimenting with that technology for years. 



On the other hand, the introduction of peoplemeters was accompanied by complaints from ratings users, ranging from biases in the data, to too much data being served up too fast, to data that was not provided in a useful or usual format. Despite a desire for innovation, an inertia grips the people who use the data. Constancy in the supply of ratings data—knowing what is coming from one month to the next, or being able to make comparisons one year to the next—does have its value. Therefore, changes in the production of ratings must grow up around the supply of assured data, and most changes must be reconciled with historical industry practices. 



The introduction of peoplemeters is revealing for another reason. Ratings research is imperfect. Occasionally, biases will operate to the advantage of some and disadvantage of others. Because the peoplemeter system does a better job of measuring small, demographically targeted audiences, advertiser-supported cable networks are likely to be beneficiaries. This is one reason why the broadcast networks were cool to the technology. If peoplemeter data allow cable to compete more effectively with the major networks for advertiser dollars, it might ultimately have an impact on the kinds of programming appearing on television. The point is, not only does industry demand shape the nature of ratings data, but the availability of certain kinds of data can shape the industry too—just as the Pulse data benefited the development of local radio. 



Improvements in research technology are on the horizon, and again the threat of competition forced Nielsen to sharpen its methods of measuring audiences. The challenge came from SRI, which developed a technology to enhance peoplemeter measurement. The System for Measuring and Reporting Television (SMART) employs wireless technology that records electronic codes embedded in programs. These universal program codes enable precise tracking of individual programs. Unlike the Nielsen system, SMART does not require that television-set tuners be wired to meters, nor does it depend on an extensive matching of channels tuned to program guides for a determination of which programs were viewed. One impetus for this change was the growth of new technologies, like Direct Broadcast Satellite. Alternative delivery systems require nontraditional audience research methodologies. Unfortunately, SRI had to discontinue its implementation of SMART in 1999 due to a lack of funding. 



Nielsen designers developed a technology to compete directly with SMART, called the Active/Passive (A/P) Meter. Using a method that Nielsen calls AMOL 2, the A/P meter resembles SRI's technology. The meter reads the video and audio signatures and records actual program viewing. Although the process seems straightforward, it is more complex than it sounds. When a program is not coded, computers compare a sample of video and audio signals to a library of signatures to determine which program is being viewed—a feat that comes at a price. The users of this research, particularly the networks and stations that bear the lion's share of the cost, must evaluate whether the increased accuracy is worth the corresponding increase in price. 



Although television has taken center stage in the development of measurement technology, radio researchers are also seeking better methods of tracking listenership. At Arbitron a personal meter has been in development for some time. This meter would travel with the respondent and record listenership by picking up audio signals throughout the day. This technology diminishes the reliance on memory for radio measurement. Nevertheless, there are many hurdles to be overcome before this technology is viable in the marketplace. 



Developments like new measurement technologies and computer systems to manipulate data are not one-sided benefits to the media industries. More data is not always a good thing. Many prospective buyers are ill equipped to evaluate the increasing flow of ratings information. One area in which ad agencies and stations have been willing to cut expenses is in hiring personnel to deal with media research. In the long run, this combination could threaten the integrity and reliability of the audience measurement industry. As Gale Metzger (1984) warned, there are " . . . too many naive buyers who will take any kind of information and use it because it is there; too many suppliers who will provide data without the first concern for quality, because they are salable" (p. 47). 



As the new millennium approaches, audience research companies face many challenges, including the growth of the Internet and convergence of personal-computer applications with television viewing. Audience measurement technologies will have to keep pace. The first companies to take on Internet audience measurement were firms with an expertise in estimating computer usage rather than mass-media consumption. It remains to be seen whether research on Internet audiences will continue to develop along these lines or will favor the more traditional methods of mass-media research. 



Assuming that methods continue to improve in accuracy, and that measurement technologies keep abreast of changing audiences, ratings data are likely to remain a powerful presence for many years. These numbers have been a central feature of the broadcast industry and the public's perception of that industry for more than half a century. Networks, stations, advertising agencies, syndicators, and virtually every other related business prosper or suffer by them. One need only glance at the trade press to realize how pervasive ratings data are. In fact, the general public now receives rather detailed ratings reports in publications like USA Today, The New York Times, Wall Street Journal, and other daily newspapers. As the electronic media become more competitive, as advertisers seek increasingly targeted markets, and as the methods of research and analysis become more sophisticated, it seems certain that ratings will continue to influence the shape and psyche of American media. 
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