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Advertisers Should Not Let Nielsen Include Out-of-Home Viewing in 
National Currency Ratings 
By Steve Sternberg 

 
I’ve been in this business for more than 30 years, and for most of that time, various networks have 
been trying to get Nielsen to measure out-of-home viewing (primarily in restaurants, bars, and hotels), 
and integrate the data into its regular reported ratings.  The leading proponents (and potentially 

greatest beneficiaries) have been ABC/ESPN, CNBC, and Turner (sports, CNN), as well as MTV 
(back in the days when they aired mostly music videos). 

 
Supplemental reports on out-of-home viewing have been produced for several years, but attempts to 
include them in regular ratings reports used as marketplace currency have been repeatedly squashed 

by agency research directors who understood that this data, while interesting from a pure 
programming standpoint, have little value to advertisers.  Why should advertisers pay for extra 

program viewers who largely do not see or hear their commercial message? 
 
Let’s be clear here.  Nielsen’s reason for being is not simply to measure program audiences, but 

rather to facilitate the buying and selling of commercial time.  Anyone who has ever watched sports 
in a bar or restaurant knows the sound is either off or impossible to hear and understand, and when 

the commercial comes on you turn your attention away from the TV.  In short, the opportunity to see  
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and hear a commercial message is far less than in an in-home setting (and in many cases, 

nonexistent).  And let’s not forget that if an advertiser buys a commercial and the station or network 
loses the audio feed, the advertiser will typically get some sort of make-good, either in the form a free 
ad time or cash back.  Additionally, proximity to a turned on set is not the same as viewing, and is not 

the definition that applies to in-home viewing.  Right now, for example, my son is watching TV in the 
same room where I am writing this report.  Were we a Nielsen household, he would be counted as 

viewing while I would not be.  I am not paying any attention to the TV.  But if we were outside, the 
portable device would include me as watching the program. 
 

I’m wondering where the agency research community is here.  Traditionally the networks (sellers) 
have had the most influence on what types of audience data Nielsen evaluates in supplemental 

reports or additional analytical products, but agencies/advertisers (buyers) have ultimately decided 
what would be included in marketplace currency data.  When I was head of television research at a 
major media agency, this topic often came up.  Whatever committee I was on at the time would quickly 

shoot it down.  I don’t recall anyone at any agency who was willing to accept this. 
 

Aside from the obvious limitations, how do you even get a representative national sample of 
restaurant/bar goers?  You can’t just give people in Nielsen’s current sample portable devices and 
then measure their bar and restaurant “viewing.”  Their out-of-home habits might be substantially 

different from the average viewer across the country.  You would need to develop a completely new 
sample with how often people go to restaurants, bars, and other venues as one of the key factors 

(just as Nielsen currently does with cable and DVR ownership, presence of children, language spoken 
at home, and other factors used in developing nationally representative samples). 
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There are some out-of-home venues where viewing should be measured by Nielsen and counted by 

advertisers.  Data from college campuses has been available for several years.  Viewing in hotel 
rooms would certainly be valuable to advertisers, as would the increasingly popular mobile viewing 
on smartphones and tablets.  But bars and restaurants?  Measure that in supplemental reports, and 

let networks try to sell it as added value.  It doesn’t belong as part of currency ratings. 
 

 
 


