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THE CHANGING TELEVISJON/AOVERTISING MARKETPLACE 

Traditional te1evis1on rat1ngs that measure the s1ze and 

demographic characterist1cs of a program's audience do not 

necessarily indicate the degree to which viewers are involved 1n 

and receptive to what they are watching. These 1ssues had little 

relevance in the 1gsos when the traditional ratings systems were 

adopted and television was scoring its first wave of spectacular 

success as a mass-market advertising medium. The nature of the 

television medium and the v1ew1ng hab1ts of the llmerican public 

at that time meant that estimat1ng the number of people tuned 

1nto a program gave a satisfactory indication of how valuable it 

was as an advertising vehicle. 

Consider t~e capacity of the television set and its role in the 

Amer1can home thirty years ago. A typical household felt 

privileged to have one set, with three or four channels 

ava1lable. Even in areas where poor reception reduced the 

options to only one or two stations, the signals of those 

stat1ons were beamed to households that had received nothing of 

the kind ever before. When they watched television, family 

members gathered around the wonderful invention in rapt attention 

for a program they had planned ahead to see and would probably 

watch again the next week. The limited number of program 

alternatives coupled with the novelty of the medium enab1ed 

1ndustry executives to take it for granted that televis1on 



viewers were involved with and .1oya1 to the programs they 

watched, People who had tuned in a program, it could be assumed, 

would also see the advertiser's message, 

In American homes today, television is a commonplace, not a 

wonder. Most families now have two sets; many have three or 

four, Furthermore, the television sets themselves have a greatly 

altered capacity. Within a few years, over half of all American 

households will be wired for cable, offering viewers a choice of 

20 or 30 programs at any one time. Hand in hand with 

technological changes have come changes in people's viewing 

patterns--changes that call into question the wisdom of relying 

heavily on traditional televis1on ratings when making marketplace 

decisions, 

In the first place, the television set has now become as fam11tar 

as a member of the family. In the average home, a set 1s turned 

on in one room or another for over seven hours a day, every day 

of the week.1 With sets playing for so much longer than they 

once were, television progra!flll1fll1ng and its advertis1ng must 

compete with dozens of other demands on people's time and 

attention, V1ewers, of necessity, often engage in other 

activities while programs and comnercials play away in the 

background, Research conducted by Television Aud1ence Assessment 

(TAA) in 1981 and 1982 established that nearly 40 percent of 

audience members are reading, talking on the telephone, eating 
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dinner, washing dishes, paying bills, doing homework, or actively 

pursuing some other d1stract1ng activity wh11e "watching" the 

average television show. Furthermore, fully half the audience 

leaves the room at some time during the show, and most of these 

people leave not once but repeatedly during both the program and 

1ts commercial breaks. 2 But the audience 1s not always so 

distracted. for some programs, research makes plain, viewers set 

aside distractions and pay close attention. 

Second, with so many programs to choose among, today's viewers 

evidence little program loyalty and switch channels often. Our 

earlier research found that fewer than two-thirds of the audience 

for an average hour-1ong program actually stays w1th it to the 

end, and only one-third of the viewers of one week's episode are 

likely to be in the audience for the same program the following 

week,3 Viewers' restlessness is a1so apparent when commercials 

come on, Almost 15 percent of viewers without cable and 40 

percent of cable subscr1bers report that they "always" or "often" 

change channels dur1ng commercial breaks. 4 The growing use of 

remote-control units makes "c0Jm1ercial-upping" easier all the 

time, and the availability of continuous special-format programs 

such as CNN, MTV, and The Weather Channel makes lt more tempt1ng, 

The growing array of alternative programming apparently has 

become so seductive that one out of ten cable subscribers reports 

frequently watching two programs at once, switching back and 

forth between them.5 But once again, research shows that some 
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program5 are markedly better than others at holding their 

aud1ences. 

Changes on this scale suggest that new market strategies are 

needed. There is clearly room for innovative programming, new 

promotional approaches, and new media planning and advertising 

practices 1n the television industry. However, in order to plan, 

produce, program, and advertise in this market, industry 

executives need sensitive measures of a television program's 

ability to perform. 

Today program performance is evaluated primarily on the basis of 

the syndicated ratings data supplied by A.C. Nielsen and 

Arb1tron, These compan1es count the house. Pure and simple. 

They answer basic circulation questions: How big ls the 

audience? Who is in it by age and sex? How are v1ewers divided 

among the available channels at a particular time on a particular 

day? But whether viewers are involved with or are enjoying what 

they see, whether they find the program they are watching worth 

planning ahead for, whether they will set aside other activities 

to watch lt or remember either the program or the commercials 

shown in it, are v1ta1 pieces of information these traditional 

ratings do not provide. As a result, traditional approaches to 

television ratings make no distinction between those programs 

which have an audience of distracted restless viewers and those 

programs which are more effective at capturing an attentive, 

involved, statisfied and loyal audience. 
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Although in the past it was poS$ible to ignore such variations in 

the way audiences responded to programs, today treating viewers 

as an undifferentiated mass is a costly anachronism. All the new 

factors in the marketplace have led many observers to suggest 

that traditional quantitative television ratings could be 

usefully supplemented by more descriptive measures of the 

audiences reactions to programs,6 ~uch emerging approaches have 

become known within the television industry as "qualitative" 

program ratings, although it should be noted tht none of the 

various systems, either proposed or in use, actually measures the 

"quality" of progranming. 1,/hat they attempt to measure are 

v1ewers attitudes toward programming, defining quality solely in 

terms of the audience's opinion. 

Today, almost a dozen countries around the world are involved in 

qualitative audience research designed to gather information 

about the degree to wh1ch viewers like, appreciate, enjoy or 

otherwise react to the television programs they view.7 ln the 

United States, however, no system has emerged as an agreed-upon 

standard of qualitative ratings that American television and 

advertising executives can rely on to supplement the Nielsen and 

Arbitron data. A review of the available qualitative audience 

ratings studies, both domestic and international, suggests that 

there are several reasons. 8 First, research often is done on c 

proprietary basis, and the results of such studies are not widely 

ava11able for industry use. Second, many of the qualitative 



rat1ngs research studies suffer. from 1Mdequate sample size or 

other methodological limitations, making it difficult to trust 

their conclusions. Third, the measures of audience 1nvolvement 

and satisfaction used in many studies have not been adequately 

tested for their validity and reliability. Fourth, and most 

important, most research efforts have not examined the 

relationship between viewers' reactjons to programs and 

commercially relevant viewer behaviors such as planning ahead to 

watch specific programs, repeat viewing, levels of attention and 

distract ion, comme_rc 1 a 1 exposure, and commerc1 a 1 effectiveness. 

As a result, the implications of qualitative program ratings for 

economic decision-making have not been apparent to most industry 

decision-makers in the Un1ted States. 

TELEVISION AUDIENCE ASSESSMENT UNDERTAKES EXTENSIVE RESEARCH 

PROGRAM TO TEST NE~ QUALITATIVE RATINGS SYSTEM 

Television Audience Assessment (TAA) was established in 1980 to 

develop and test a new qua11tative ratings system for regular use 

by the American television and advertising industries. Following 

extensive discussions with lead1ng executives from all aspects of 

the television business, Television Audience Assessment launched 

a major four-year research and development program. A series of 

studies (including a special prototype ratings study) were 

undertaken to: (1) gain insight 1nto how the changing 
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communications environment is affecting the way people use 

television; (2) explore the var1at1ons fo viewers' reactions to 

the programs they watch on both cable and broadcast television; 

(3) test different methods for collecting qualitat1ve program 

data; and (4) examine the relationship be_tween v1ewers 

qualitat1ve response to programs and the1r exposure and 

receptivity to COf!l!lercial messages. (See Appendix A for full 

descript1on of all studies.) The extensive data base created 

through this four year research effort provided information not 

only on viewers involvement with programs ·and Colllllerc1als, but on 

their se1ect1on patterns and their behavior while watching 

television, It enabled us to analyze different qualitative 

ratings indexes and to rate hundreds of different programs on the 

bas1s of these prototypes. 

The new qualitative rating system that emerged from these stud1es 

is based on two 1ndexes which measure how enjoyable and involving 

a program is for its viewers: 

The Program Appeal Index measures viewers evaluation of the 

overall entertainment value of a television program. 

The Program Impact~ measures the degree of intellectual 

and emotional stimu1at1on a program provides its viewers. 
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Using data from our prototype r.atings study we tested the Appeal 

and Impact Indexes for the1 r rel i abi 1 ity, stabil Hy and ut i 1 ity 

in pred1cting aud1ence behav1or, Both held up well under 

scrutiny and both were found to correlate w1th all the audience 

behaviors examined through the different studies--program 

plann1ng, loyalty, behav1oral distraction, attention and 

COPlllercial exposure and effectivene~s. 

The implications of this research are extremely significant for 

the commercial development and long term acceptance of an 

industry-wide standard of qualitative ratings. If certain 

programs are more desirable advertising vehicles than others, not 

s1mply because of the size of their audience but because they 

involve v1ewers more, sustain their attention and loyalty, and 

improve their response to the commercials placed within it, then 

in the future, optimal programming and advertising decisions w111 

benefit from the systematic assessment of both the quantitative 

and the qualitative performance of programming, 

The following sections of this report are based on the data that 

emerged form this research, Taken together the findings 

demonstrate that a qualltat1ve ratings system that regularly 

delivers broad-based and rel1able statistics on how the audience 

rates the Appeal and Impact of te1ev1s1on programming shows 

remarkable promise as a source of coITTTiercially valuable 

and methodically sound informatton that is now available to the 
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television and advert1s1ng 1ndustries, The new information 

provided by Appeal and Impact ratings could greatly enhance 

general understand1ng about viewers use of television •• 

understanding that 1s critical for eff1cient media planning, 

effective use of narrow casting, and the development of 

programming to su1t diverse consumer preferences in the 

·television market of the 1980s and beyond. 

PROGRAM APPEAL: A MEASURE Of VJEWER'S ENJOYMENT 

A11 programs are not equally appea11ng to the audience 

Americans enjoy television. Each evening millions of viewers 

seek relaxation, companionship, and distractions from their 

everyday problems by watching it. How much enjoyment they find 

varies from program to program but, overall, most viewers find 

television an appealing way to pass the time, Rating programs on 

a scale equivalent to 0-100, the average Appeal Score of over 250 

programs rated in our 1982 prototype ratings study was 73, and 90 

percent of all shows were scored at 50 or above by the1r viewers, 

While theoretically a program that an audience finds extremely 

unappealing might score as low as zero on the Appeal Index, in 

practice most people don't sit through a program they don't enjoy 

at all, Clearly, unless viewers are ,rntclling a show that someone 

else has chosen, most people will switch channels, leave the 
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room, or turn off the set rather than continue to watch a show 

they find totally unsatisfying. 

Although people enjoy what they watch on te1ev1s1on enough to 

rate most programs above SO on the Program Appeal Index, they 

register a var1ety of opinions within that upper range of the 

scale. The highest-rated show from our two-week study in the 

spring of 1982 received an Appeal score of 91, while the lowest 

Appeal rating for the same period was 46. Clearly, the audience 

perceives sharp differences between programs and registers its 

reactions accordingly. 

By and large, the viewers within our studies appeared to enjoy a 

program for reasons specific to the program itself, not simply 

because it was a program of a particular type. Public affa1rs 

programs, dramas, and nighttime serials all received somewhat 

higher average Appeal scores than other program types. However, 

comedy programs, action/adventure shows, and variety shows, were 

not without thetr fans. One of the more significant findings in 

our program analysis was how little a program's type influenced- a 

show's Appeal and d1fferent programs, even within the same genre, 

varied widely in the amount of enjoyment they offered their 

audience. 9 

Different programs appeal to different audience subgroups 

Qualitative ratings are based on a belief that the television 

viewing audience 1s not an undifferentiated mass but rather a 
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composite of inctiv1dua1s who re.spond to individual programs 

d1fferent1y. 10 The appeal of some programs 1n our studies var1ed 

noticeably for different age groups of men and women within the 

audience, wh11e others had a more universal appeal. 

While age and sex are obviously factors 1n how much subgroups of 

the audience like a program, their effects changed with each 

program. By contrast, the educational background of viewers 

exerted the only systematic 1nf1uence on Appeal scores that we 

found in the demographics of the audience. ln general. adults 

with less than a high school education tend to enjoy a11 the 

programs they watch somewhat more than viewers wlth more formal 

education. While college-educated viewers are clearly capable of 

der1ving significant enjoyment from television programs, it 

appears, however, that most programs hold somewhat less appeal 

for these more educated viewers, 

We were also· interested in what effect access to cable te1ev1sion 

had on viewers' satisfaction with the programs they watch. Does 

a greater cho1ce of channels mean that viewers living in cable 

homes are ultimately more satisfied with the programs they end up 

watching? Not necessarily, Usually there was 11tt1e difference 

between the Appeal scores given by cable subscribers and scores 

given by broadcast-only viewers who were watching the same 

program. Whtle cable subscribers, particularly those with access 

to pay serv1ces, watch considerably fewer programs on network 
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telev1s1on, their op1n1ons oft.he network programs they do watch 

generally are similar to those of the broadcast-only viewers, 

~hether people have access to eight channels or 30, whether they 

subscribe to one or more pay serv1ces or not, it is the inherent 

appeal of the 1nd1v1dual programs they view, not how many options 

they have to choose from, that influences their evaluat1on of 

television. 

Thus we see that the audience's reactions to specific television 

programs, and, therefore, the Appeal scores that various 

subgroups give these programs, can vary noticeably with certain 

features of the audience-•age and sex, education level; and media 

access, But perhaps the most interesting feature of these 

var1ations is how difficult it is to generalize about them by 

features of the audience. In a11 the demographic variables we 

studied, we found it posslble to make only one broad conclusion 

based on the audience: viewers with more education like 

television somewhat less than do viewers who have less schooling. 

All the rest of the variation we find among audience subgroups in 

their reactions to the same program is idiosyncratic to the show. 

Such differential appeal suggests that, program by program, 

1 ndustry dec1 s1 on-makers wi 11 find App ea 1 scores useful (in 

establish1ng a nightly schedule) by assess1ng how much a program 

satisfies d1fferent segments of the aud1ence, and in determining 

the potent1al for audience flow from one appealing program to the 

following one. Likewise, Appeal scores offer useful information 



to advert1sers 1nterested in target1ng their co11111ercials to 

specific demographic groups. 

A program's Appeal 1s stable from episode to episode 

Over 70 percent of the 45 weekly series we examined showed no 

statist1cally significant variation in the level of enjoyment 

they provided viewers from one episode to the next. This 

stability in the Appeal score 1s part1cu1arly striking in light 

of the high audience turnover we found; a~_average of 68 percent 
------

of the audience for the f1rst episode dld not reurn to view the VI 

second, yet the Appeal score remained similar from week to i-ieell.. 

We found the same pattern of stable Appeal scores to be equally 

true of syndicated "strip" programs (programs shown nightly), 

with one night's viewers of a syndicated series evaluating the 

appeal of a program at about the same level as the previous 

night's viewers. 

Furthermore, when we compared the Appeal scores for all programs 

in our sample currently appearing in both a first-run network and 

syndicated strip format, we again found little significant 

difference, This was true despite the fact that the programs 

were shown 1n different time periods on different days of the 

week and had a substantially different audience, (See Figure 1.) 

Finally, we pursued this i nvesti gati on of episode variability 1 n 

greater detail by looking at another potential source of 

\ ,, \ (_, ' ' 
! 
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var1ation in appeal: differences in Appeal scores between reruns 

and new episodes of established ser1es, For only a few programs 

was there a significant difference between the Appeal score for a 

new episode of the same series, In the majority of cases, 

whether an episode was new or a rerun had little effect on the 

program's perceived appeal, 

It appears, then that the appeal of most programs is a relatively 

\ " . I \,C,' ,' 
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stable feature of the show, and the Appeal Index is a C(_)!)_c>istent •/· ·_i'f·1 :i)-':''~ • 
reliable measure of a show's intrinsic entertainment value. This 

re11ability is of more than theoretical interest. It indicates 

that a functional qualitative ratings system need not sample the 

audience every week 1n order to provide useful data for first-run 

or syndication programming decisions. The rating for one episode 

generally predicts the rating for the series, at least over a 

limited period of t1me. 

Both our own evidence and what has been gathered in research 

abroad thus assures us that it is possible to measure the 

audience appeal of television programs, that programs differ 

widely in their appeal, and that Television Audience Assessment's 

Appeal Index is a reliable measure because it does not vary 

substantially with program genre or even with different episodes 

of a series. ln other words, the audience perceives that a 

particular program has a particular level of appeal, regardless 

of 1ts type and regardless of which episode of the program is 

'1 l r, 
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being shown. From th1s we can infer that the audience likes a 

program it rates 80 better than it does a program it rates 70 or 

60. But the question is, does this make any dtfference? What 

might it mean to the industry that one program is more appealing 

than another? 

Program Appeal predicts viewer planning and loyalty 

One of the useful features of the Program Appeal Index and, as we 

see in the next section, the Program Impact Index is how closely 

they correlate with cert~in aspects of the audience's behavior. 

The Appeal Index in particular was found to be useful in gauging 

how loyal viewers will be to a specific program. It helps 

pred1ct the 11ke11hood that viewers will plan 1n advance to watch 

a particular show and will watch other episodes of the series, 

Planning. Most peop1e do not plan in advance to watch television 

programs, They generally turn on the set and then choose a 

program for the available option, often sett11ng for what has 

become known in the industry as tile "least object1onab1e" program 

choice. In many homes, people appear to turn on the television_ 

set the way they turn on a light when they walk into a room, 

without thought or planning, Frequently, television serves as 

little more than a talking lamp, carry1ng on a monologue in one 

corner of the 11v1ng room while family members go about the 

business of the1r daily lives, When asked to indicate why they 

selected a particular program to view, approximately 75 percent 
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of the respondents in our prototype rat 1 ngs study rep 1 i ed, "The 

f1rst few moments caught my interest." 

Unplanned selection was particularly true for less frequent 

viewers of television. Our study provides little support for the 

theory that 11ght viewers of te1ev1sion are more selective 

viewers. In fact, it is the heav1est users of television who are 

most likely to plan 1n advance to watch a program, with 53 

percent of people who watch more than two hours of television an 

evening planning ahead to see a program, compared to 42 percent 

of viewers who watch less than one hour a night. The more 

television that people watch, the m-0re likely they are to know 

ahead of time what they want to see, 

While viewers are somewhat more likely to plan ahead to watch 

informat1~n programs, including news and public affairs shows, 

than they are for standard entertainment fare, there was a 

consistently strong correlation across a11 the programs studies 

between planning ahead and viewers' enjoyment as measured by the 

Appeal Index. {See F1gure 2.) ln the case of individual ongoing 

programs, these patterns of advance plann1ng usually lead to 

1ncreased Viewer loyalty adn repeat viewing. 

Loyalty. The far greater choice afforded by cable television has 

meant a reduction in overall program loyalty. With more programs 

to choose from, many viewers are less apt to "tune 1n next week" 

' ' ' '/ 
I 
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to see c subsequent episode of .a show they watched the prev1ous 

week, We found in our prototype ratings study, which 

1ntent1onal1y included a large proportion of cable subscribers, 

that only about 30 percent of the audience of one week's episode 

returned to watch the next week's episode of the same series. 

However, programs differed wideiy in the proportion of the 

audience that they were able to carry forward from one week to 

the next. When we compared viewers' Appeal scores with their 

repeat viewing patterns for a sample of series programs, we found 

that, in the great majority of cases, viewers who watched both 

ep1sodes of the series reported finding the show more appealing 

than viewers who watched only one of the two episodes. ·The most 

sat1sfied viewers of the show were also the most loycl viewers, 

This finding was further substantiated tn a later 1aboratory 

study by the finding that those participants who rated a program 

high on the Appeal Index were more 11kely to say they "usually 

made a special effort to watch the show" and that they "had 

frequently watched the series before". Since series programs 

succeed by developing a following of people who will tune in to 

the program week after week, the Appeal Index offers an important 

tool for gauging a _series' potential for building an audience of 

loyal viewers. 

The size of the audience does not indicate the Appeal of a 

program 

Having found the Appeal Index useful in predicting what 

proportion of an audience will plan ahead to watch a program and 
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remain loyal to it, we might expect that programs with the most 
' 

enthusiastic viewers would also develop the largest aud1ences, 

However, the size of a program's audience is affected by many 

circumstances other than a show's appeal -- factors such as the 

t1me of day, the season of the year, the avai1ablity of viewers, 

and the appeal of compet1tive offerings. A relatively 

unappealing program can still receive a high share of the total 

audience if it is aired on a night with weak competition, 

Conversely, a strong program up against strong competition may 

register a small share despite its h1gh _audience appeal. 

We found no significant relationsh1p between the size of a 

program's audience and the amount of satisfaction v1ewers 

reported deriving from the show. When we plot the ·relationship 

between the size of the audience and the average Appeal scores 

for the prime-time programs in our prototype rating study, we can 

see how widely Program Appeal scores varied among programs with 

similar size audiences, (The s1le ratings from our study are 

based on "person" rather than "household" viewing estimates.) 

(See Figure 3.) 

For example, programs with audience size ratings of 12 had Appeal 

scores that ranged from the low 50s to above 80, and some of the 

programs with the smallest audiences in our study received the 

highest Appeal scores. If audience size were a reflection of 

Program Appeal, we would see almost all points on this chart 
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clustering around a rising diagonal that showed higher scores 

correlating with higher rattngs. Instead we see a dispersed 

mass, with neither factor related to the other. 

The traditional size rat1ngs are not intended as measures of 

audience satisfaction. The oft-repeated adage "If they watch it, 

they like it" ignores the remarkable amount of variation in 

viewers' appreciation of programs, The Appeal Index, on the 

other hand, because it is not subject to external variables such 

as the competing menu of programs, provides a more reliable 

measure of a programs' intrinsic entertainment va1ue. This index 

ln turn is a more useful predictor of how likely audiences are to 

watch the program again and how likely they are to plan ahead to 

do so, 

PROGRAM IMPACT: A MEASURE OF VIEWERS' JNVOLVEMEMT 

Our second audience response measure, the Program Impact Index, 

indicates the degree of emotional and tnte11ectual stimulation 

that a progra,n_ proyj_(l_es_i1~--~ud~nc_~• As the other major 

component of our qualitative rat1ngs system. it offers a means of 

assessing how tn~olte!! or distracted viewers are while they watch 

television, 



It is not necessary to discuss the Impact Index at the length 

devoted to Appeal because Impact shares many of the same 

character1stics, Impact sc-ores also vary by aud1ence subgroup; 

they discriminate among programs regardless of genre, and they 

remain stable from episode to episode for the majority of 

programs, 

However, the Impact Index is more sensitive the the Appeal Index 

in assessing the effect a program has on its viewers and 

correlates more strongly w1th peoples' behavior while v1ew1ng and 

w1th co11111ercial exposure and effectiveness measures. Before we 

consider the relationship between Program Impact and viewer 

behavior, however, we look at the derivation of the Impact Index 

and then at how Impact and Appeal are related. 

Basis of Program Impact scale: "I learned something from 1t" and 

"It touched my feelings" 

Oifferent television programs appeal to their viewers for 

d1fferent reasons, but the most commonly stated reason in our 

research was that they offered a "pleasant way to pass the time," 

Seventy percent of the participants in one of our prelim1nary 

studies placed the program they were watching in this category, 

Like relaxing with an old friend, people watch certain shows 

confident about what to expect and generally pleased with what 

they find. 

' 



We learned that other programs, however, satisfy their v1ewers 

because they give them "something more" than this; these programs 

stiT1111late, compel, inform, or attract their audience more 

intensely. Thirty percent of the viewers in our preliminary 

study said that the program they had just seen was more than a 

way to pass the time. It was this indication of an added 

dimension to some people's viewing experience that led us to 

explore a second characteristic of a prog°ram's qualitative effect 

•• its emotional and intellectual impact on its audience, 11 

In our prototype ratings study we asked our panelists to rate 

each program they viewed on the basis of how strongly it touched 

their feelings and how much they learned from it. 12 The 

majority of programs ln our sample, either scored h1gh on 

vast I 
both of . 

these valuation scales•- or they received relatively low marks 

on both scales, Occasionally, a program scored higher in one 

dimension than the other, but by and large, we found the 

emot1ona1 and intellectual impact scales suffic1ently correlated 

for all programs to permit us to combine them into a single 0·100 

index. 13 

High Impact programs are highly appea 1 i ng 

When we compare a program's Impact score with its Appeal score we 

i( .•. 
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find a strong relationsh1p between '"' t,o for most programs, le , ' . 1· .· .. 
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genera 1 , tMe higher ' show's emotional aed intellectual impact, 
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' the more tMe audience reports enjoying It' aed programs with 
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relatively low Impact scores generally receive lower Appeal 

scores as well, 

However, Program Impact has a considerably wider range than 

Program Appeal, making lt a more ~~nsitive measure of the 

di--v.usU.}'.-.of .v1ewers'. resp_r:in~es __ to_ diff_e_r:~_nt programs, Impact 

scores in our prototype ratings study ranged from a low of 15 to 

a high_of 86 and the lmpact scores for all programs we analyzed 

averaged only 44 compared with the much higher average Appeal 

score of 73. In general, then, we can state that most of the 

t1me people watch programs they enjoy -- hence, the high average 

Appeal score, but they don't always demand that those programs be 

1nvolv1ng -- hence, the wide range and lower average of Impact 

scores. 

The Impact Index, 1ike Appeal, distinguishes among programs 

regardless of genre 

The Impact Index, we found in our analysis, holds up well as a 

measure of the inherent qualitites of individual programs. Wh11e 

certain genres may be 1 ntri ns i ca 1 ly more involving than others ~­

dramas, for instance, often rate above comedies and variety shows 

on the Impact scale -- the scale 1s fully capable of registering 

wide-ranging distinctions in the audience response to programs 

regardless of type. In many cases Impact scores had a wider 

range within a program type than did Appeal scores. Clearly, 

programs of many different types can involve as well as capture 

viewers. 



The wider range of Impact scores is an 1nd1cat1on that the Impact 

Index is more sensitive than the Appeal Index to differences in 

programs' con~ent, Th1s sensitivity caused the index to vary 

somewhat more often than ApPeal scores did from episode to 

episode, as well. As with the Program Appeal Index, these 

differences were not caused by d1ffering reactions to new 

episodes versus reruns, nor were they significantly affected by 

whether the program was an established series or a newly 

introduced one. Program Impact seems to reflect specific 

features of the program itself. 

The fact that Program Impact is both more sensitive to episode 

content than Program Appeal and still strongly related to Appeal 

suggests that the measure may be useful in predicting the 

potential long•term appeal of new series. For example, Canadian 

and British researchers have found that it usually takes many 

weeks before the appeal of newly 1ntroduced series can be 

accurately estimated, because new shows generally have a 

heterogeneous audience comprised of many ''experimenters" who are 

trying the show out for the first time. Some of these people 

undoubtedly will decide that the show is not for them and will 

not watch future episodes, but their presence in the audience for 

the f1rst few telecasts may bring down a program's average score 

on an Appeal index. Several weeks usually are required for a new 

program to find its audience; the same period is needed for the 

program's appeal measure to find its level. Judging how much 



emotional and intellectual impact a program has on 1ts viewers 

requires no such wait, however; a programmer can measure this 

from the Impact score on the first showing, Since Impact 

correlates with Appeal for established series, new series 

episodes that are perceived as offering unusually high emotional 

or 1nte11ectual stimulation should generate increasing levels of 

audience enjoyment over time -- provided, of course, that they 

maintain their high levels of impact. 

It seems clear from our analysis that despite the strong 

correlation between a program's Impact and its aud1ence Appeal, 

the Impact lnde~ measures a qualitative aspect of television 

programming that is dist1nct and separate from its entertainment 

value. It registers the level of a show's emotional and 

intellectual' impact and offers important diagnostlc information 

to cable and broadcast programmers interested in determining or 

improving the basis of a program's appea1. 

I II,< 
----:·· 

As with the Appeal Index, however, the question then arises, what 

makes this separate measure worth recording? What useful 

information is there in the Impact Index of the television and 

advertising 1ndustr1es? Aga1n the answer lies in the correlation 

of the measure w1th v1ewers' behaviors while watching. In }: 

addition, the Impact Index provides critical new information 

about the value of different programs as environments for 

advertising. 

I 1...----,/ 
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High-Impact programs capture more of viewers' attention 

Today's television viewers are notoriously restless, Busy with 

home, school, or job and bombarded w1th an increasing array of 

media stimuli, many viewers go right on w1th their chores or 

amusements while a television program is on. In our prototype 

ratings study, we asked viewers to report how much attention they 

paid to the programs they watched. We found that, by their own 

report, television commanded peoples' undivided attention only 37 

percent of the time, and almost 25 percent of our respondents 

reported giving "hardly any" or only "some" attention to the 

programs they were watching. Comparable findings were evident 

from all our other studies, 

For an industry that spends millions of dollars developing 

advert1s1ng to persuade viewers to buy something, these low 

attention rates are cause for concern, However, even these 

self-reported attention rates may underest1mate the distractions 

that the audience is subject to, In order to gain a clearer 

ptcture of viewers' actual attention while v1ewing, we 

interviewed participants in our prototype ratings study by 

telephone, asking them about their behavior during the course of 

the program they had just watched-specifically, whether they had 

left the room during the program or its cormierc1als and what else 

they were doing while the set was on. The results of this survey 

confirmed findings from our earlier preliminary studies: over 50 

percent of the respondents "watching" television reported that 



they left the room at least once dur1ng the course of the show, 

and most of these people reported leav1ng repeatedly during both 

the show and the com-nercials. Furthermore, during the time when 

they were 1n front of the set, many "v1ewers" were engaged in 

conversation, household tasks, school work, reading and other 

leisure activities; 1n fact, many were doing several of these 

things at once. In all, approximately one-half of the viewing 

audience was engaged in other activities while watching 

television, and of these people over 40 percent said they were 

substantially distracted from television v1ew1ng by the other 

things they were doing. 

Such high levels of vfewer distraction tell us a great deal about 

television and how most people use it. Think how hard it is to 

read the sports page 1n the morntng newspaper and carry on a 

conversation with your spouse about vacation plans; how difficult 

it would be to audit the business accounts while seated 1n a 

theater; how virtually impossible it is to read a novel or 11sten 

to a concert while talking to your mother on the phone, But 

apparently television is suffering from this kind of competition 

most the time. The quest1on is, what, if anything, can the 

industry do about it? V1ewers' attention to programs 1s 

influenced by a number of factors outside advert 1 sers' and 

producers' control. Our study showed that the length of the 

program, the presence of young children in the home, and the age 

of the respondent all had a direct bearing on how much attention 



a viewer could give to a specific show. Attention 1eoels also 

varied somewhat according to the time of evening when the show 

was telecast. Programs scheduled early in the evening tended to 

rece1ve less attention than those shown later at night 1n the 

hours when younger children are finally in bed and the demands of 

family life have slowed down, 

But viewers' attentiveness to television programs is also 

influenced by the programs themselves. Desp1te the general 

findings of typica11y htgh levels of distraction and 

room-1eav1ng, we also found that these behav1ors were 

consistently lower among v1ewers who reported on their Televison 

Viewing Monitors, for the same time period, substantial levels of 

emotional or intellectual stimulation as measured by the Impact 

Index. The higher the Impact score given to a program, the more/ 

likely the viewers of that program are to set aside dlstracting 

activit1es, to remain in the roOfll, and to give the show their 

undivided attention. 

Figure 4 shows notable differences in the behavior of people who 

find a program stimulating. \,/hi1e 44 percent of the viewers who 

scored the program they were watching low in Impact were doing 

something distracting while it was on, only 18 percent of those 

who rated a program high in Impact were distract~d by something 

else, In the laboratory study, v1ewers who rated the program 

they watched high in Impact reported watching closely for 3 times 



as many minutes as viewers who rated the show low in Impact. 

Furthermore, viewers rating a program high in Impact are more 

11ke1y to remain in the room throughout the entire show, The 

significance of these findings for marketplace decisions 1s 

substantial, for not only do high-Impact programs capture more 

attentive and less distracted viewers, they de11ver more of these 

viewers to the advertiser. I 

High Program Impact means greater commercial exposure 

Standard television ratings tell advertisers and programmers how 

many sets are tuned to their program, but they do not tell 

whether anyone.is in the room to watch or, 1f they are, whether 

anyone is actually looking and listening. Advertisers naturally 

want a wide audience, and the Nielsen and Arbitron ratings of 

audience size provide the basic information as to how large a 

viewership they are -- potentially -- reaching. Within that 

basic estimate of the audience, however, there exists for every 

television show another, smaller, more realistic and more 

effective market -- people who are actually present when the 

commercial is broadcast, 

The Program Impact lndex prov1des advertisers with a basis for 

estimating the s1ze and composition of this second market. When 

external influences are controlled for, we f1nd a strong 

correlat1on consistent across all program types between how 

emotionally and intellectually involved viewers are and the 

' I 
' J '· 
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probabiltty of their bein9 pre5ent in the room during the 

commerc1al, (See Figure 5.) 

These find1ngs suggest that estimates of audience size alone do 

not give a true picture of a pro9ram's ability to deliver viewers 

for the commercial messages and that commercials placed within 

programs offer1 ng greater emoti ona 1 or i nte 11 ectua 1 stimulation, 

as measured by the Program Impact Index, will be seen by a larger 

fraction of their nominal audiences. 

H1gh Program Impact increases commercial effectiveness 

Enhanced exposure of the audience to advert1s1ng is not the only 

commere-1al benefit of programs that are highly involving. Using 

a special experim,mta1 laboratory des1gn we tested the Impact 

Appeal Indexes for their influence on how viewers perceive 

commercials. We found that the Impact measure, in particular, 

was a good predictor of v1ewers' reactions to a program's 

commercial. Sign1ficant correlations show that viewers generally 

find commercials more memorable, likable, credible and persuasive 

when placed in a show they rate high 1n Impact than when placed 

in a show they rate low fo Impact. 



-- Deleted Material --

This section of the paper draws on materials from 
Television Audience Assessment's forthcoming 
publication, Program Impact and Program Appeal; 
Qualitative Ratings and Conwercial Effectiveness, 
which will be publicly released on October 29, 1984. 

Figures 6-10 have similarly been deleted from 
this draft. 



probability of their being present in the room during the 

commercial. (See Figure 5.) 

These findings suggest that estimates of audience size alone do 

not give a true picture of a program's ability to deliver viewers 

for the commercial messages and-that commercials placed within 

programs offering greater emotional or intellectual stimulation, 

as measured by the Program Impact Index, will be seen by a larger 

fraction of their nominal audiences. 

High Program Impact increases commercial effectiveness 

Enhanced exposure of the audience to advertising is not_the only 

commerc-ial benefit of programs that are h1ghly involving. Using 

a special experimental laboratory design we tested the Impact and 

Appeal Indexes for their influence on how viewers perce1ve 

commercials, We found that the Impact measure, in particular, 

was a good predictor of viewers' reactions to a program's 

commercial. Significant correlations show that viewers genera11y 

f1nd commercials more memorable, likable, credible and persuasive 

when placed in a show they rate high in Impact than when placed 

in a shaw they rate low in lmpact. 
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THE USES OF QUALITATIVE RATINGS 

With the development and testing of the Appeal and Impact 

Indexes, Television Audience Assessment concludes its research 

and developmental work in creat1ng a new qualitative ratings 

system_ for the American televison industry, This research has 

established a number of propositions baslc to the system: 

• People do hold identifiable op1n1ons about the television 

programs they watch, and their opinions vary from program to 

program because of perceived differences in how much 

enjoyment and stimulation programs prov1de, 

• These audience opinions can be systematically measured and 

quant1f1ed 1n valid and reliable indexes, permi-tt1ng an 

observer to rate and compare programs on the basis of their 

appeal and impact, 

• Contrasts in the audience's response to television programs 

translate into differences in audience behaviors. The 

audience is more involved with and more loyal to some shows 

than to others, and the programs most likely to inspire 

viewers to plan ahead, to watch again, to set aside ,/ 

d1stracting activit1es, and to remain in the 
/ 

room'and respond 

posit1ve1y to the commercials can be identified by their 

Appeal and Impact ratings, 

' /' 
// ' • 
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• These qua11tative program ratings can be collected in an 

economical and methodologically sound manner, 

These are provocative obserYat1ons. They tell us that a new 

qualitative ratings systsem based on measures of Program Appeal 

and Program Impact is sound and viable. And they tel1 us that it 

holds substantial commercial promise. 

A new tool for the changing television market 

One simple rule applies to the marketing of consumer products: 

know your customers -- what they want, what they like, how and 

when they use your product, Our research into what is going on 

in front of Amer1can television sets underlines the importance of 

applying this principle to today's te.lev1sion consumer. 

The syndicated ratings of audience size, which at present are the 

primary tool for consumer analysis in the television business, 

ghe the industry sales data on how much television is consumed 

and by whom, but they tell nothing about the consumers' 

evaluation of the product or their real use of 1t, As any good 

marketer knows, sales data alone are not sufficient to track and 

maintain the viability of a product in an increasingly 

competitive marketplace. 
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The f1nancial success of the television industry over the past 

decades demonstrates that traditional s1ze rat1ngs were a 

sufficient marketplace tool in a era of a mass audience choos1ng 

r' '.u1·d·1J 

fJ;,, J e/ i 
.\:' -c ' I 

among a few channels, watch! ng a modest amount of tel evi si on, and r "f/' /,"'Ji·/ 
( " '" } ,' , , 

paying close attention, W1th only a few program offerings for / ""J /, 
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the audience to choose from at any time, gradations in the ·t, ')'/i' ·•
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audience's taste and behavioral response were largely irrelevant_,,,[
1
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but today, choices for the television consumer are multiplying {; xL,,, _ 

dramat1cally, and understanding the d1vers1ty of audience tastes J,J)/1)_,:,; 

and preferences has become more than pert1nent; it has become Ct,1, 
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Qualitative television ratings begin to provide this ' , I ' 
, , tJ ni!, 

understanding. They tell us in considerable detail what the 

audience thinks and feels about programs; and give us insight 

1nto differences in people's viewing behavior. The new 

information provided by Appeal and Impact ratings will greatly 

enhance general understanding about viewers' use of television 

understanding that is critical for efficient media planning, 

effective use of narrowcasting, and the development of 

programming to suit diverse consumer preferences in the 

television market of the 1980s and beyond, 

Potential applications of Appeal and lmpdct Indexes 

The full import of qualitative ratings for commercial 

decision-making will be apparent only when Appeal and Impact 

J 

l 
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ratings are regularly collected, reported, and used, but the 

broad out11ne of their expected utility has been suggested by the 

many tndustry executives we have spoken with over the course of 

our developmental work. 

, Broadcast and cable programmers, for example, should find in 

viewers' evaluations of a show's appeal and impact 

information useful for their development, selection, 

scheduling, and promotional decisions. In general, the 

system will tell them what programs are most satisfying to 

different aud1ence segments and will enhance their ability to 

develop competitive counterprogramming. L1kew1se, the use of 

qualitative ratings should help in the vertical scheduling of 

programming by identifying unserved audiences or served 

aud1ences that can·be retatned from one program to the next. 

The ability to understand the elements of Program Appeal and 

Impact and to locate audiences elsewhere fo the schedule who 

are most 1ikely to find a given program highly enjoyable and 

stimulating can also aid with decisions about program 

promotion. 

Extensive research from England, w1fe qualitative ratings 

have been collected and used for many years, suggests other 

potential applications for these data. ln analyzing 

qual1tat1ve and quantitative program ratings, British 

researchers have found that an upward-trending appeal score 
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generally predicts a rise in that show's audience share over 

time. Conversely, a drop in appeal score 1s an early warn1ng 

indicating "wearout" and eventual audtence decline, 15 These 

same researchers have found that for new shows, several weeks 

usually are required before a true reading of a program's 

appeal can be judged. Our research suggest that, unlike 

Appeal, the Impact Index may require no such wait, so an 

unusua11y high Impact ra_ting for an otherwise slow starter 

could help prograrrmers make more reliable tactical decisions. 

1 Cable and broadcast operators wi11 be able to use qualitative 

data to demonstrate the relative value of their audiences to 

advertisers, due to the positive relationship between 

qualitative ratings and aud1ence attentiveness and conmercial 

exposure. Sales forces may find in these ratings a new and 

useful framework for pr1c1ng specific parts of their schedule 

based on each program's ability to satisfy and involve 1ts 

audiences, And with this new resource, cable operators will 

have a re11able basis for determining the relative value of 

specific programs or program services in attract1ng and 

keeping subscribers, 

• Program syndicators and distributors should find the Impact 

and Appeal data useful in forecasting the syndication 

performance of off-network programming. The data could help 

establish the value of syndication rights and help in selling 
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both off-network and first-run syndication properties to 

stations and cable operators. To the extent that synd1cators 

and distributors produce first-run syndicat1on programs, 

qua11tat1ve data will also help them to tailor their products 

to maximize audience enjoyrnent and involvement, 

• Finally, advert1sers and agencies seeking greater 

effectiveness for their advertising wi 11 find Tel evi si on 

Audience Assessment's qualitative ratings system helpful. 

S1nce two programs with audiences of equal size and 

composition can differ in their Appeal and Impact and 1n the 

subsequent loyalty they 1nspire and attention they command, 

they can also vary 1n their efficiency as vehicles for 

commercial messages. Use of the new system will aid 

advertisers and agencies 1n determ1ning which p·rogram 

environments hold the most prom1se for ensuring comrnercia1 

exposure and improving effectiveness among target market 

segments. Careful examination of each program's Appeal and 

Impact scores can produce a road map for advertisers leading 

to those programs that can better retain viewership and 

heighten receptivity during commercial breaks. Qualitative 

ratings will also enable them to evaluate the efficiency of 

placing commercials in programs with relatively small or 

narrowly defined audiences. Furthermore, since qual1tative 

ratings can aid in predicting audience planning and loyalty. 

advertisers may find it useful to advertise in highly 
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appealing programs regardless of their audience size when the 

goal is repeated exposures, Only qua1itat1ve ratings can 

provide the systematic means for asssessing these differences 

in programs' performance. 

In a highly competitive media environment where it is no longer 

possible to tell from the traditional ratings numbers who is 

actually watching and noticing and react1ng to advertisers' 

messages, reliable and consistent qualitative program ratings can 

make an 1mportant contribution to sound market decisions. 

Program Impact and Program Appeal ratings, having been rigorously 

tested and consistently tied to commercially relevant audience 

behaviors, offer new promise for more incisive and 

better-1nfonned judgments about how different programs perform in 

todays changing commun1catlons marketplace. 
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