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Collecting Ratings Data for
Cable Channels

Seymour Sudman

Introduction

he purpose of this chapter is to examine alternative methods for collecting
ating data for cable channels. If one wishes to make this task more difficult,
ne could specify obtaining information in local markets, as was the pur-
ose of the Cable Audience Methodology Study (CAMS) conducted for
he Cablevision Advertising Bureau and the National Cable Television
sociation by the A. C. Nielsen Company (Nielsen, 1983).

The task would not be difficult if there were no financial constraints.
ndeed the methods used now could simply be adopted with much larger
amples. Unfortunately, finances are the heart of the problem. The users
of cable measurement services would probably be unwilling to spend as
ich as current users of the national ratings services spend, let alone spend
much, much more.

The reasons for this have nothing to do with the sophistication of cable
evision researchers, or with their desire for high-quality research. The
easons are purely economic. Although cable researchers would like to
have research that matches or exceeds the quality of current research, they
ust do not have the market shares and revenue to afford it. Of course,
he situation could change if cable market shares rose sharply, or if new
echnologies are developed; and some discussion of this is given in the next
part. In the rest of this chapter it is assumed that current conditions will
ontinue.

A useful analogy can be made with efforts to improve radio measurement
ervices. Several years ago, two of the largest market research suppliers
proposed new and improved methods for measuring radio audiences. De-
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spite the clear need for such improvements, user demand was insufficie
to get them off the ground because the costs were too great.

1t is always the role of the research supplier to offer the best methodg
that exist within constraints of likely costs. This is what I shall attempt tg
do, recognizing that these procedures would not be the best ones if more
money was available. :

The Use of Meters

The CAMS study that I referred to did not consider meters as one of the
possible alternatives, probably because of cost, but also because people
meters were not yet perfected and tested when the study was conducted:;
I would agree that the cost of meters at this time precludes their use
everywhere, but it is possible that there will be technological or other
developments that may make meters a feasible alternative for measurin,
cable viewing. E
The basic development necessary is the reduction of the cost of th
meters. This is not at all impossible given the drop in costs that we hav
already seen. Another highly desirable development would be the devel
opment of a meter which either required no wiring or was so simple to
wire that it could be done without sending a technician to the home. Thi
would eliminate the expensive personal visit since households could the
be recruited by telephone or possibly even by mail. None of this will happe
tomorrow, but it does not seem unduly optimistic to anticipate that th
may happen in the next decade. Even today, it may be possible to us
meters in some of the largest cities by combining results from competing
firms in those sites and possibly by supplementing with additional meter
households. While the results in the largest cities cannot be used to direct
generalize elsewhere, they can be used as a measure of the deficiencies
the collection procedures used in smaller areas. It is also possible that as
network shares of total audience shrink, the current measuring services
will need to increase their sample size to maintain current accuracy levels:
This would, of course, simultaneously improve the accuracy of measur
of cable viewing.
There are two major drawbacks to the use of meters, even if the tech:
nology reduces their cost. The first, and most obvious, is that even with
major cost reductions meters will always be more expensive than othel
methods to buy, service, and mail. While meters are less costly to process
the net advantage will still be with the current procedures. For local cable
measurement in smaller markets, a meter service with greatly reduced costs
might still be too expensive. :
Tt must also be recognized that although people meters are the standar

by which alternative procedures are evaluated, people meters are als
subject to possible survey biases and errors of measurement. The first bia
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able 6.1
percentage of Households using Television among Nielsen Panel for Cooperation

Total Sample

Nielsen Panel

Cooperators Total Sample

all hours 45.3 43.9

1 daytime hours 29.2 27.8
1 a.m. 23.8 22.1
p-m. 25.1 24.7
p-a. 38.6 36.7

Nighttime hours 61.4 60.1
<8 p.m. 57.3 56.8
p-m. 63.8 61.9
<10 p.m. 63.3 61.4
mple Size 18,843 18,228

urce is caused by the fact that only about half the households recruited
participate in meter panels agree to do so. (I have not seen comparable
ta for people meters, but it is likely that similar results would be ob-
served.) It has generally been found that there are no significant biases in
¢ channels or types of programs watched when panel households are
pared to those who will not cooperate. The bias that is observed is
meter panel households are slightly more likely to watch television
are households who refuse to cooperate (see table 6.1) (Cordell and
hmel, 1962). Since the bias is only about 1.5 percentage points it has
nerally been ignored by the industry.

The use of people meters intuitively would appear to be more accurate
n other methods that require the household to keep written records.
evertheless, there will be some individuals who will sometimes forget to
ess their buttons when they enter or leave the viewing area. The reports
date would suggest that the net effects of such errors will be small and
will be ignored by the industry.

It has not been clear whether there will be a people meter for every
levision set in the household, or only a single people meter per household.
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This will be an important issue for the cable industry, since there i ;
possibility that viewing of cable stations will be higher in multiple-set hoy
holds. This is not really a flaw of people meters unless their constructig
makes it impossible to have multiple meters in the same household becg.
of interference problems.

I also recognize that my suggestion that meter services be combined W
diary methods would cause difficulties among users of these services. Whil
statisticians have no difficulty in designing and using complex estimagq
from multiple sources, most users of cable ratings will prefer procedure
that are straightforward and easy to understand and explain. There is 3
a strong desire for standardized services in each local market so that usey
do not need to be concerned with differences caused by alternative g
collection methods.

To summarize, there are obvious methodological advantages of the
of meters and people meters for measuring cable viewing, but the COs:
make this unrealistic at this time. Even with likely technological dey
opments that will reduce meter costs substantially, it is unlikely that meter,
will become cheap enough to replace the current method used in lge
markets to measure cable viewing.

Household Diaries

The standard procedure in areas where meters have been too expensiv
to use has been to use written diaries. It would seem logical to use thes
for measurement of cable services as well. The CAMS study shows:
distressing finding, however, for those who wish to measure cable acc
rately. Compared with telephone coincidental data collection, reports ¢
the use of cable in the household and by persons within the household ar
understated by about 50%. (See tables 6.2 and 6.3, which reproduce table:
11 and 19 of the CAMS report.) Table 6.2 presents data for persons ag
12 and over while table 6.3 presents data for households. The results ar
very similar. This is for the standard seven-day diary; much better resulf
for cable, but worse for other stations, are reported for half-hour person:
diaries that we will discuss later. "

What is going on? Why do these differ? First, it should be noted that
these are based on ratings of 5% or less and shares of 25% or less. Som
of this could be sampling variability. If there are real methods difference
however, they could be the results of deficiencies in the telephone coir
cidental or diary methods or a combination of both.

People responding on the telephone could simply mistake a networ
situation for a cable station, or they might be overreporting a cable statio
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Personal
7-day 1-day diaries Household
Coinci- unaided aided half-hour diaries
dental recall recall diary NSI diary
adcast networks
10.1 12.0 12.4 19.7 9.9
52.7 63.6 61.3 63.5 65.1
3.0 3.1 2.6 5.2 2.6
15.8 16.2 13.0 16.8 16.5
3.1 1.8 2.5 4.4 1.4
16.4 9.3 12.2 14.3 9.3
2.0 1.1 1.7 2.1 1.0
10.3 5.9 8.3 6.7 6.9
19.1 18.9 20.2 31.0 15.4

ecause that is a more socially desirable answer than the station they are
ctually listening to. Similar patterns have been observed with other media,
uch as public broadcasting. Relatively few people would need to err to
ause the patterns seen in this report.

- On the other hand, the diary panel could also be in error. Three major
casons suggest themselves—memory error, conditioning, or sample bias.

Memory Error

If the diary keeper always kept the diary at hand and made entries as
the event occurred (the program was being watched) there would be perfect
Ieporting. Probably some diary keepers do follow such an immediate entry
system. QOthers, however, forget or choose not to make immediate entries,
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Table 6.3
Household Rating and Share Estimates Monday-Friday 9:00 A.M. - 11:00 p

Category of Programming Coincidental Standarg NS

Broadcast Networks
Ratings 17.6 21.5

Share 53.1 66.0

Broadcast Independents
Ratings 6.2 6.0

Share 18.7 18.5

Basic Cable
Ratings 5.4 3.4

Share 16.3 10.4 .

Pay Cable
Ratings 3.0 1.9
Share 9.1 5.8

Homes Using Television (HUT) 33.2 32.6

but to construct their household’s viewing behavior at the end of each da
or sometimes at the end of the seven days. Thus memory error becom
a real possibility.

We shall discuss two kinds of memory error: simple omissions and ir
correct recall. Simple omissions are caused by forgetting that an ever
occurred, which is related to several factors. The first is simply time. If
diary keeper waits until the end of seven days, it will be far more difficu
to remember specific events than if the diary keeper records at the end
each day or every few hours.

A second factor is that it is far easier to remember things that ha'
happened to us than to others in the household. If all members of it
household are doing the same thing, then this is not a problem; but if som
members are watching television while others are not, or if some are watc
ing a different program than the diary keeper, this will be more d}fﬁcult
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ember. The task is made still more difficult if other household mem-
are not visible and do not report their television viewing behavior to
serson keeping the diary. This is a major advantage of personal diaries
at are discussed in the next section.

yhen the memory task of remembering all the details of specific events
conies too difficult, people use estimation procedures based on typical
avior. Cognitive psychologists have studied the mechanisms that are
See, for example, Strack and Martin in Hippler et al. (1987). In
tion to memory, some diary keepers may assume that they - should
ort their typical behavior although they are watching something else at
t time period during the diary week. If cable viewing is unusual and
ic, it is likely that it will be underestimated.
The diary used in the CAMS methodology did not list the possible
ons for the respondent. If the stations had been listed, the memory

ight have been made easier for the diary keeper, and more cable
tions might have been reported.

Conditioning

“or diary keepers, conditioning refers to changes in behavior as a result
eping the diary. It is certainly possible that keeping a diary reminds
he diary keeper about the behavior, and may thus increase the behavior.

 has been noted in the initial period for several different types of diary
ata collection:

1. In the 1972-73 Consumer Expenditure Survey conducted by the U.S.
Bureau of the Census with 20,000 households, a diary record of food
and beverage expenditures was kept for a two-week period. Expend-
itures in the first week were 10% higher than those in the second week.
There was no evidence that this was due to any special product classes.
The same results were seen for all of the food and beverage categories.

2. In a 1969 pilot study conducted by the Survey Research Laboratory
that preceded the 1972-73 Consumer Expenditure Survey, expendi-
tures in the first week were 8% higher than in the second week.

3. In a 1973-74 study conducted by the Survey Research Laboratory on
the use of diaries in reporting medical events, a sample of Illinois and
Wisconsin residents kept records for three months. The total number
of events recorded was 14% higher in month one than in months two
and three (Sudman and Ferber, 1979: 86).

ere is no comparable evidence of such an effect on television viewing,
ccause the standard period used for diary keepers is one week. Never-
teless, one might well expect the same kind of effect, although its mag-
tude would be impossible to estimate. The effect would be greatest if
diary keepers reported only their own behavior, and would be dimin-
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ished if household viewing was reported since the determination of wh
to watch would not be entirely that of the diary keeper. PBIBIP

Sample Bias

It is well-known that asking households or individuals to keep writte
diaries substantially increases the noncooperation level over that found g;
a single interview. The current diary methods that recruit households b
mail and request them to keep a diary for a seven-day period obtain ¢g
operation rates of around 50%. Interestingly, this is about the same rat,
of cooperation obtained in the long run in meter households that ar
recruited in person. That is, the sample biases of meters and diaries ar
of the same magnitude. :

The key question, of course, is what the effects are of the sample biage
on the data. Since reading and writing are required for diary keeping, on
would expect that education would be a factor, as it is for most mail survey:
This is the case for households where the head has eight grades of schog
or less, but the percentage in this group continues to drop.

Another bias found in all diary samples is a shortage of small households
consisting of one or two members, but especially of single-member hous
holds. While diary keeping is easiest for such individuals, they are lea
likely to be found at home. The obvious corollary is that diary sampl
have too many households with children and too few without.

For other demographic variables, no differences are seen between tho
willing and unwilling to keep diary records. The key question is whether
there are behavioral differences. The answer is that those to whom the
behavior is most salient are most willing to keep diary records of thal
behavior.

For purchase panels, there is weak evidence to suggest that those willin
to keep diaries are more concerned about shopping than are those unwilling
to keep diaries. Among diary keepers, 41% considered themselves to b
more price conscious than average, compared to 33% of those unwillin
to keep diaries (Sudman and Ferber, 1979: 34). ¥

The same pattern has been observed for television viewer panels. Tha
is, participants in viewer panels are more interested in television and watc
slightly more than do those who are unwilling to participate in viewe
panels, as was seen in table 6.1. While this is a study of the meter panel
results for the diary panels are similar. '

There is no evidence that sample biases cause any distortion in th

distribution of channels watched by those who are watching television. Th

is also the case in purchase panels where there is little evidence of distortio
in brands purchased. _

To summarize, sample biases do exist in diary panels of viewing or any
other behavior. For television viewing, the effect of the biases is to slightly
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case total viewing while not affecting the distribution of programs and
els watched. Since the sample biases exist for meters, this is not a
fect that is unique to diary methods.

Personal Diaries

he ma]or problem with household diaries is that they may miss viewing
hers in the household, particularly teenagers. The personal diary
Jves this problem, as may be seen in tables 6.2 and 6.3. However, CAMS
ta suggest that this method substantially overreports all forms of viewing.
i there are two alternatives. It may be that the diary is correct, and
lephone coincidental method omits viewers who are watching second
ts and do not answer the telephone. The other possibility, as discussed
the previous section, is that individual television viewing is being con-
ed by the diary keeping and that unusual behavior is occurring as
result of an individual keeping the diary.
here are two other format differences that may account for some of
differences between the personal and household diaries. In the personal
aries, the time periods used were half-hour rather than quarter-hour
sments. Also in the personal diaries, the diary keepers were given a list
fthe local channels to aid their memory, while this was not done in the
ndard household diary.
know of no evidence that would suggest that there should be major
hanges in level of viewing because of the difference between quarter- and
alf-hour segments, although this is a possibility. The use of a list of all
cal channels may well improve the recall of cable stations, although again
ere is no supporting evidence. What is clear is that the use of personal
jaries would be expected to improve reporting based on our earlier dis-
ussion of reporting errors and, indeed, it does.
The fact that conditioning may be causing increased viewing by persons
ho keep the personal diary does not necessarily mean that this method
annot be used. As suggested earlier, using a two-week instead of one-
¢ek period, as is done for consumer expenditures, would probably provide
ore valid information. From my perspective, the use of personal diaries
sufficiently promising to warrant additional testing.
_All else equal, cost considerations favor household over individual dia-
es. The advantages of personal diaries for measuring cable watching may
¢ strong enough to justify their added cost. A compromise solution is the
se of household diaries with sufficient supplementation of personal diaries
0'make it possible to measure special channels such as MTV.
In summary, the point I wish to stress is that it would be premature to
liminate diaries from consideration as a method for measuring cable usage
ocal markets. There may be methods for improving the diary such as
dding checkboxes at the top to remind the diary keeper to include cable
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stations, or additional instructions in the material that is sent to householq
I understand that diaries now being used in local areas do list the station
in that area, so that respondents have an easier memory task.

There is also a sense of déja vu in the comparisons between coincidentay
telephone and diary procedures. Several decades ago such comparisong
were made in early issues of the Journal of Advertising Research and by
CONTAM (The Committee on Nationwide Television Audience Mea-
surement). See for example Ehrenberg (1962), Hooper (1966), and CON:
TAM (1971). Almost every study found some differences between
methods. These differences were sometimes attributed to faults in the diary/
meter procedures and sometimes t0 faults in the telephone coincidental
methods. Thus, for example, the CONTAM findings were as follows: -

1. Home rating levels were caused to be understated by the assumptiong
usually made in conventional coincidental rating surveys.

2. The CONTAM and simulated conventional methods produced vir
tually identical Viewers Per Tuning Household estimates. Audience
composition was essentially the same for the two methods. :

3. The two telephone coincidental methods produced virtually the sam
results for program share of audience. :

4. Nielsen Viewers Per Tuning Household were slightly below the level
attained from the carefully conducted coincidental. Young adults, teen
agers, and children in particular tended to be lower in the diar
estimates.

5. Share of audience estimates produced by CONTAM were very clos
to those made by Nielsen. '

6. In general, the findings for daytime confirmed in every instance th

findings for prime time.

Eventually the cost advantages of diaries overcame methodological con
cerns. The same thing may well happen again.

Telephone One-Day Recall

Both telephone methods tested involved the use of one-day recall. Th
difference between the two procedures was that in one case responden
did this for only a single day, while in the other procedure they were called
on seven consecutive days. Not surprisingly, the cooperation rate was much
higher for one than for seven days. The seven-day cooperation rate was
comparable to that obtained with diaries. ;

The differences in sample cooperation do not appear to have any general
effect on the results, however. To my eyes, the differences between the
one and seven-day recall groups are not consistent and probably refiect
sampling errors.

There are no clear-cut advantages of recall versus diaries in the quality
of results, but there are substantial cost differences. Daily telephone in:



ollecting Ratings Data 105

rviews are more expensive than weekly diaries whether a respondent is
alled once or seven times. Thus, as with the current television ratings
fvices, diary methods dominate recall procedures for continuous mea-
urement of viewing.

Sampling Issues

ere are no major new sampling issues that arise from a need to measure
Je ratings. The sampling issues are similar to those raised in obtaining
adio and magazine ratings. That is, it is necessary to measure small per-
centages with reasonable accuracy. Unlike magazines, but similar to radio,
it is also necessary to measure these small percentages in many different
cographic areas separately.

‘The obvious solution is to obtain information from very large samples.
is, of course, becomes very expensive, especially if measurement is
ntinuous or even frequent. One obvious solution is to reduce the fre-
ency of measurement. Annual—or even less frequent—measurements
jay become affordable.

he wide variability in the availability of cable services by community,
nd advertiser strategies that require local information, lead to multi-stage
esigns with much larger clusters than are used even in current Jocal tele-
sion measurement. For ratings, no alternatives are likely.

t does seem possible that one would like to measure attitudes toward
cable station and uses of its services. For this purpose, one needs a sample
users of that station, perhaps split by intensity of use. Obviously, the
sers of pay supplementary services such as HBO and The Disney Channel
be identified from the billing records of local cable operators. Assuming
sonable cooperation from these operators, list samples would be easy
) generate.

-On a broader scale, it would be possible to send mail surveys to cable
ubscribers to obtain information on general usage of cable television and
'screen for users of specific cable stations. One would expect reasonably
od response if the survey is well executed, similar to the careful studies
f readers that have been conduced by the print media.

- The use of cable subscriber lists would also make it possible to identify
ouscholds who have recently added, cancelled, or changed their cable
tvices so they could be questioned about the reasons for the changes.
\gain, all of this assumes that there are sufficient resources and interest
y:conduct such research. At the final stage of sampling, that is, within the
ousehold, the respondent(s) should be the viewers of the specific cable
hannel studied.

‘Earlier in this paper we discussed panel methods for collecting ratings
a for cable channels. There is a need, however, to understand detailed
Patterns of viewing of cable channels that probably will not be met by the
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more general ratings services. For this purpose, it would be appropriate
to identify viewers of specific channels and to recruit these viewers into a
panel, using either meters or diaries.

These panels could consist of either households or individuals, depending
on the needs of the research. For measuring channel viewing of teenagers
or children, it would be critical that all household sets be metered or that
personal diaries be kept by individual household members. One difference
from the current procedures that obtain one week’s viewing is that it will
probably take a longer period—a month or possibly even longer—to get
accurate viewing patterns for some cable stations.

Summary

In this chapter, we have discussed alternative methods for collecting cable
station ratings data. There is really very little that is new in this discussion.
Essentially the problems faced by cable researchers are the same as those
faced by researchers attempting to measure radio listening and magazine
reading. The audience is very fragmented; therefore, sampling variances
for any collection method are large, unless very large and costly sample
are selected.

Because of this cost problem it may not be economically feasible t
obtain continuous measures of cable viewing. Rather, as with radio an
magazines, researchers may bave to be satisfied with periodic, perhap
annual, studies. Field work for these studies could be conducted contin
uously, but the data reported only when the sample becomes large enough

At this point in time, the use of meters for a sample large enough t
measure cable stations does not seem to be economically viable. Wha
would be necessary to even consider meters would be the continuing de
velopment of inexpensive meters that require no special installation. Eve
in this case, however, the use of meters for large local samples may sti
be too expensive relative to the diary methods now used.

These diary methods will continue to receive wide use for the measure-
ment of cable viewing, not because they are perfect
provide an economically feasible data collec
tential sample biases and possible reporting errors, diaries dominate tele-
phone recall methods because of their lower costs.

Personal diaries are more accurate than household diaries because 1
dividuals know more about their own behavior and are better able to
remember it. The use of a two-week period may help reduce some of the
high levels of viewing caused by keeping the diary. Personal diaries are
especially important for measuring viewing of children and teenagers O
channels such as MTV, on second or third sets.

In the final part of this chapter, we discuss alternatives to simple rating
measures that would be similar to the studies ofsubscribers that are con
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ducted by magazines. These studies would first locate viewers of specific
cable channels using subscriber lists and mail screening. These viewers
would then be requested to report on attitudes toward and uses of the

ecific channel. In some cases, these viewers might be recruited to a panel
to obtain detailed viewing information over time. Such studies provide
information that cannot be obtained from simply looking at ratings. As
with large magazine subscriber studies, however, the cost and difficulty of
such special studies would limit their frequency.




