
7 strategies  
for driving 
tv tune-in



For TV networks, these developments present both 
opportunities and challenges. Technology provides 
numerous channels that networks can leverage to expand 
their viewership, and build stronger bonds with their 
consumers. But stiff competition for the consumer’s 
attention has forced the networks to radically change the 
way they market their programming. Gone are the days 
when networks could rely on brand marketing techniques 
for their tune-in campaigns. The fragmented TV market 
requires direct-response tactics.

Direct-response campaigns succeed when marketers are 
able to link exposure to an ad with a conversion. In the 
linear TV world, networks are prohibited from tracking 
individual households, and the conversion event data is 
owned by the multichannel video programming distributor 
(MVPD) and privacy protected. So how can marketers use 
performance marketing to boost tune-in rates?

The answer lies in big data and technology, which TV 
networks are tapping into with the help of various data 
aggregators who partner with them to execute and 
optimize tune-in campaigns. These companies, leveraging 
their relationships with set-top box (STB) providers, 
are able to connect tune-in initiatives to an individual 
household using set-top-box data. This allows TV 
networks to observe how those activities impact tune-in 
behavior, and to better plan and optimize media.

This report examines the top seven challenges many 
TV networks have faced in adopting a direct-response 
approach to their tune-in campaigns, outlines the business 
impact this can have, and describes the solutions now 
available for overcoming those obstacles.
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in
tr

o.it’s often said we’re 
living in a golden age 
of television and  
for good reason:  
ground-breaking 
shows have consumers 
glued to their screens, 
and technology has 
given consumers 
unprecedented 
freedom in choosing 
how and when to  
tune into their  
favorite shows.
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1.

1.
creating a closed-
loop marketing 
and measurement 
system at the  
individual level 
across devices  
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In today’s world of both linear and addressable television 
consumption, marketing seamless stories to individual 
consumers that span PII, cookies and anonymous 
profiles is challenging. Measuring individual behavior 
in response to a tune-in campaign poses a different, 
but equally difficult, set of challenges. Yet TV networks 
tasked with determining ROI for tune-in campaigns must 
do both.

ChAllengeS
Tune-in campaigns in today’s world of addressable 
TV are quickly becoming direct-response (DR) 
initiatives, and as with all DR campaigns, measuring 
ROI is essential. This poses significant challenges 
for TV networks as they don’t own the backend 
conversion data, and consequently have no easy 
way to assess whether an individual consumer has 
watched a show as a result of seeing a tune-in ad. 
The viewership data they do have is aggregated by 
measurement companies such as Nielsen, and in 
many instances, dramatic shifts in viewership are 
required in order to reflect a statistically relevant 
change in a Nielsen rating.

Complicating matters further, consumers have 
myriad options for tuning into a program, including 
a digital video recorder (DVR), over-the-top video 
(OTT) or even an app. Because measurement 
systems at present don’t connect all of these various 
devices, networks have no ability to assess the 
efficacy of the tune-in campaign, or even accurately 
measure viewership.

BuSineSS iMpACT
Tune-in campaigns are critical to TV networks; 
networks sell audiences, and the bigger the 
audience, the greater the monetization opportunity. 
Accurate tune-in measurement is now mission 
critical: tune-in campaigns that drive enough 
viewers to a show and increase its ratings clearly 
contribute positively to the bottom line. But those 
that fail to deliver a statistically relevant number 
of incremental viewers essentially squander the 
network’s opportunity to sell that airtime to another 
advertiser.

Additionally, accurate measurement is needed to 
help marketers optimize their tune-in campaigns. 
How many impressions lead to the greatest number 
of conversions? What’s the right frequency? Too 
often, tune-in campaigns are optimized in a vacuum. 

SoluTion
Accurate measurement requires a sophisticated 
consumer platform with integrated STB data, 
coupled with a robust identity management solution. 
Currently, networks are working with third-party 
providers who leverage tools such as STB data and 
device ID graphs, which skilled data experts use to 
identify causal trends, including tune-in campaign 
initiatives and an uptick in viewership. 

For instance, comScore Rentrak has developed a 
closed-loop system for tune-in campaigns that helps 
TV networks reach, optimize, and measure tune-in 
campaigns in a completely privacy-compliant manner. 
The multichannel video programming distributor 
(MVPDs) engage comScore to analyze and normalize 
their return-path data (RPD) so they can engage in 
their own marketing initiatives. With permission, 
comScore can use that RPD to help TV networks 
with their tune-in campaigns. ComScore also has 
census-quality data it can apply to households, 
enabling TV marketers to target their exact audience 
for a show. For instance, if a network plans to 
introduce a show on fly-fishing, comScore can help 
it identify households with anglers. To measure lift, 
a control group of relevant households, is set aside. 

Post campaign, comScore Rentrak compares tune-
in rates between households in the control group to 
households exposed to the tune-in ads.

As mentioned earlier, viewership data is subject to 
privacy restrictions. To comply with these privacy 
requirements, the RPD must be sent to a third-party 
data company to remove all PII data and replace it 
with a new, fully anonymous ID prior to sending it 
to comScore for analysis.

Once that third party anonymizes the viewership 
data, it is combined with tune-in and ZIP code data, 
and sent back to comScore, which appends its own 
data (e.g. households with anglers) and calculates 
an increase in viewership due to a tune-in campaign 
among the target audience.

Data analysis goes beyond determining whether 
or not viewers converted; in fact, most networks 
are using it to optimize their tune-in campaigns. 
The conversion data is used to identify the optimal 
number of ads that drive conversions, which then 
informs targeting criteria.
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2.
2.
individual-  
level analysis 
of viewing  
behavior 

ChAllengeS
Many of the STB providers are bound by the 
operators, and as such are prohibited from 
providing individual-level viewership data to a 
third-party aggregator, even if that data is fully 
anonymized. Additionally, the aggregators are not 
permitted to share individual MVPD-level data to 
third parties. In other words, the aggregator cannot 
inform the network that one MVPD had a greater 
level of tune-in success than another. 

Complicating matters further is the RPD itself. 
RPD is generated by the consumer’s set-top box, 
which records the state of the box (on/off, channel) 
on a second-by-second basis. That dataset is 
massive, containing trillions of lines of data. And 
because programming and advertising scheduling 
vary from one MVPD provider to the next, 
knowing which household viewed the content is 
enormously complex.

Moreover, the RPD can be misleading. Consider 
the challenge of on/off state data. Some set-top 
boxes are designed to go on and off with the TV 
set, others can be left on even after the viewer has 
turned off the set, and some devices have power-

saving features which turn off automatically if the 
viewer hasn’t interacted with it within a specified 
period of time.

BuSineSS iMpACT
Without individual-level analysis, TV 
networks must rely on panels, such as Nielsen 
MarketBreaks, for targeting their tune-in 
campaigns. These panels are quite broad and 
have a number of business impacts. First, tune-
in marketers, like all advertisers, would like to 
identify the programming and day-parts that are 
over-indexed with the ideal audience. For instance, 
certain panels may index high for males aged 25 to 
55, but are there programs and day-parts that have 
a high concentration of fly-fishing enthusiasts? 
Answering that question correctly will allow 
marketers to execute vastly more efficient tune-in 
campaigns.

Moreover, if the TV networks could parse their 
audience better, they could then share those 
learnings with their sales teams, enabling them, in 
turn, to better help their advertising clients achieve 
more efficient buys by providing better reach 
against their desired audiences.
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SoluTion
One way the industry has responded to this 
challenge is to create “custom breaks” for tune-in 
campaigns. These are audience panels that are over-
indexed for a particular audience. Since individual-
level viewership data is protected, the TV network 
must engage the services of a data aggregator to 
collect, aggregate, and project that data across a 
wider population on its behalf.

The first challenge is to determine which 
programming (program and commercials aired) 
were viewed by each set-top box. To do this, the 
MVPDs send their RPD and programming data 
to a data aggregator, such as comScore Rentrak. 
The aggregator matches the two datasets, creates 
transaction records (second-by-second records that 
indicate which set-top box identifier watched which 
content), and sends it back to the MVPDs.

To create custom breaks for tune-in campaigns, 
comScore Rentrak must first ask each MVPD for 
permission to use its RPD data, and once secured, 
engage a third party to anonymize it, following a 
similar process to the one described in the previous 
section. The network can then target these custom 
breaks with its tune-in ads.

Clypd, a provider of sell-side platforms for 
media owners, helps networks and advertisers 
find “advanced audiences” with linear television 
inventory by merging MRI Fusion and Nielsen 
data, which it onboards into its platform. Advanced 
algorithms are deployed to identify indexes against 
specific segments (e.g. fly-fishing enthusiasts). The 
platform executes the campaign programmatically, 
targeting the advanced audience.

Since individual- 
level viewerShip 
data iS protected,  
the tv network 
muSt engage the 
ServiceS of a data 
aggregator to 
collect, aggregate, 
and project that 
data acroSS a wider 
population on 
itS behalf.



ChAllengeS
Several of the STB providers are regional or focus 
on a particular demographic. This makes it difficult 
to scale a tune-in campaign to a national audience. 
Merging multiple STB datasets may increase the 
sample size, but is no assurance that the data is any 
more representative than a Nielsen panel.

So how do TV marketers use STB datasets and 
make the data more representative of the total 
US population or the particular geography or 
demographic they wish to reach?

BuSineSS iMpACT
If analysis is done of a sample size that’s too small, 
the marketer can reach the wrong conclusions and 
waste marketing spend targeting the wrong audience. 

Additionally, marketers may spend more time 
creating the target sizing and projections than they 
do actually analyzing the results. This makes it 
difficult to justify the time and expense required to 
perform tune-in analysis.

SoluTion
Creating a representative target list and accurate 
projections using STB-provided data requires 
significant calculations at every step in the waterfall. 
While the STB providers are very familiar with their 
own datasets, and possess individual-level data, they 
don’t necessarily have the data-science expertise 
to analyze the data to meet the needs of the TV 
network.

To overcome these challenges, companies such 
as Merkle are stepping in. These companies have 
significant data-analysis expertise, and they are 
working directly with the STB providers to calculate 
accurate sample sizes on behalf of the TV networks.

TiVo Research offers another solution for achieving 
scale: it aggregates STB data from many providers 
into its platform, and offers a simple interface for 
TV networks to select their target audience for their 
tune-in campaigns. The STB data is collected on a 
continuous basis, which means the data is recent, 
and scale is easily achieved.
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Many of the STB solutions are challenged to 
provide adequate scale for tune-in campaigns, 
which means granular segments cannot be 
adequately matched and analyzed. In many 
cases, the STB solution is simply a patchwork 
of data providers that create a single 
source. Typically, this is good for analysis of 
campaigns against broad segments but more 
spurious as we get more granular.

3.
scale
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4.

4.
industry 
experience 
with direct 
response 
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Historically, TV networks have been the purveyors 
of broad reach media. So it’s understandable 
that they are not as versed in direct-response 
strategies and solutions. That is changing rapidly, 
but in the meantime, many of the basics (LTV, 
ROI, allowable acquisition costs, etc.) are still 
being calculated and benchmarked.

ChAllengeS
TV networks have always been the sellers of 
brand media, which means they expend significant 
resources to create environments for brand 
marketers to connect with large audiences. Hyper-
targeted messaging and audience segmentation 
aren’t core to their traditional product offering.  
But digital advances in television, along with  
changes in viewer consumption behavior, now 
require them to adopt direct-response tactics and 
establish appropriate benchmarks for assessing 
campaign success. 

At the same time, the TV networks’ clients are 
highly attuned to the targeting precision and 
measurement capabilities of digital channels, and 
are requiring more targeting, measurement and ROI 
out of every medium. Digital has taught them that 
every dollar spent can be tracked and measured, and 
advertisers expect that level of reporting in all media 
spend, including linear television. 

.

BuSineSS iMpACT
Now that consumers have multiple options 
for viewing content, and a greater choice of 
programming, TV networks need to establish  
one-to-one relationships with viewers in order to 
solidify their loyalty.

Additionally, the target audience for tune-in 
campaigns is often best reached via long-tail 
networks. Rather than rely on a handful of networks 
and contextually buying against primetime, 
marketers may need to look at the long tail of 
available networks to discover where consumption 
and viewership occur. Targeting smaller networks 
at random dayparts may deliver surprisingly high 
tune-in.

Accountability, and attributing actual viewership 
to tune-in within the linear television space, are 
disciplines that, until recent years, marketers didn’t 
focus on. That’s changing; marketers are asking 
their partners to help them understand their data, 
and what it tells them about their campaigns.

SoluTion
Merkle is helping a number of networks develop 
their direct-response strategies. In turn, this new 
direct-response strategy is not only driving the 
OTT approach, but it is also being taken back to the 
traditional network strategy. 

The industry is still in the initial phases of adopting 
direct marketing, and has yet to establish widely 
accepted tune-in benchmarks, such as life time 
value, allowable acquisition costs, and ROI. Once 
those benchmarks are established, marketers can 
move on to measuring improvement against those 
benchmarks. 

Some networks on the buy-side are experimenting 
with this approach. For instance, marketers can 
calculate the increase in gross rating point (GRP) 
that results from a tune-in campaign, although 
GRPs are quite broad, and can be problematic in 
measuring the response within specific audiences. 

Another common benchmark is to convert the value 
of a rating point increase into dollars. Using STB 
data to measure an increase in viewership, marketers 
can calculate and forecast the impact of tune-in 
campaigns on ratings points and monetary value. 

Simulmedia uses ROI to calculate a cost for 
converted viewer, which is how it measures the 
success of a tune-in campaign. The company is 
able to calculate ROI because it can reliably track 
viewers exposed to an ad, and tie that exposure to 
viewing behavior. 

Beyond tune-in conversion, marketers want 
to leverage campaign data to answer strategic 
questions, such as: is ad recency better than pre-
awareness in driving tune-in? How do those 
components work together? What’s my best 
frequency model? What are the best practices and 
benchmarks used by my peers? 
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5.
5.
optimization

ChAllengeS
In the digital world, one-to-one marketing is largely 
a reality; marketers can link cookies to purchases, 
making it relatively easy to determine if exposure 
to an ad led to a conversion. Much of this analysis 
is fully automated, and occurs in near real time. In 
television, understanding the impact of a campaign 
on consumer behavior requires post-results surveys, 
which are time consuming and costly. 

To be sure about their results, there is some data 
marketers can receive and understand relatively 
quickly, such as whether a tune-in ad aired. Other 
data points – Nielsen C3, C7 – are available within a 
week. 

But much critical data, such as advanced audience 
data (i.e. the number of people within the ideal 
target audience who were exposed to a tune-in ad) 
is far from rapid to collate. Consider that advanced 
targeting is made possible by marrying third-party 
data to RPD to identify specific audiences (e.g., 

anglers). Recency may be an issue with that third-
party data. For instance, MRI Fusion data, which 
is used by Clypd to create advanced audiences, is 
updated quarterly and is typically one quarter in 
arrears. So, while it’s quite possible for marketers 
to receive a list of impressions against their target 
audience, it can take up to six months to get it.

Many in the industry also see the traditional culture 
of TV marketing departments, which may be resistant 
to adopting a more analytical approach, as a source of 
concern. These departments have developed well-
oiled machines for launching tune-in campaigns, but 
they don’t have the tools to measure and change the 
campaigns mid-flight in order to drive performance. 

BuSineSS iMpACT
Tune-in campaigns are incredibly time sensitive, 
and significant resources may be wasted if marketers 
can’t optimize the creative, frequency, or targeting 
criteria in order to drive results. 

It’s hard to measure how media drives tune-
in. But it’s even harder to build operational 
approaches that allow for networks to optimize 
their tune-in media and thus act on the analytics. 
This requires very rapid analytics, a culture of 
optimization, and the ability to make optimization 
decisions very rapidly.

SoluTion
Hollywood provides a useful template for TV 
marketers. Like tune-in campaigns, every movie 
campaign occurs prior to opening weekend. The 
challenge the movie industry faces is: how does 
a marketer know how to optimize a campaign 
mid-flight when no conversion has occurred? 
Hollywood is solving that challenge by measuring 
audience response through actions taken on social 
media and fan sites, and calculating how each 
behavior affects conversion. For instance, they can 
examine historical data to calculate the correlation 
between sharing a movie preview on social 

sites and ticket sales. That insight can be used to 
optimize campaigns.

TV networks can apply a similar approach of 
monitoring consumer behaviors on the wider 
web and calculating their impact on viewership, 
but it is a complicated endeavor. In the movie 
world, quantifying opening weekend success is 
straightforward, as it’s measured in ticket sales. 
In TV, success is defined by ratings and number 
of tune-ins, which are slow to arrive and difficult 
to assess. TV networks can partner with data 
companies that have experience in optimizing 
campaigns in near real time.



6.
6.
stb projectability

ChAllengeS
The challenge is one of statistics: how many 
members of a target audience are in the MVPD’s 
customer base? Is the sample size large enough 
to accurately project to a wider population? With 
very broad demographics (e.g. men aged 25 to 55), 
STB data sources are likely to deliver accurate 
projections. But as TV marketers seek to target 
narrower audiences (Hispanic men in that same age 
group), results will be skewed.

Additionally, some bias is always introduced, even 
within the set-top boxes themselves. For instance, 
households that opt for DirecTV and Dish have a 
different composition than non-satellite households. 

BuSineSS iMpACT
Strategies developed based on faulty projections 
will diminish campaign ROI, and can negatively 
impact the bottom line.

SoluTion 
Although it’s still early days for leveraging 
STB data, new options are emerging through 
developments like the comScore and Rentrak 
merger. These companies are applying greater rigor 
to the STB data, which results in more reliable 
projections.

Another approach is to leverage multiple sources of 
third-party data in place of STB data. Companies, 
such as Merkle, have data scientist teams who 
examine the various data sources to create a 
statistically valid sample that reflects a broad 
population.

Some STB data sources may 
or may not be projectable to 
the total US audience. And 
even if there are projections, 
those projections may not be 
widely accepted.

 7 strategies for driving TV tune-in   /  page 21



 7 strategies for driving TV tune-in   /  page 23

7.
the economics of 
the analytics

ChAllengeS
Due to privacy requirements, fragmented audience 
data, aggregated conversion data, and other 
constraints described in this report, it is extremely 
costly to perform ROI analysis on tune-in 
campaigns. Both the campaign and its results must 
be sizable enough to justify the effort. 

BuSineSS iMpACT
TV marketers need a full understanding of the 
costs of analytics and optimizations. If a tune-in 
campaign is too small to register in Nielsen, or if 
it increases it by .05% (in which case Nielsen will 
round it down), it probably isn’t worth the effort. In 
such cases, the network is better off applying that 
money and research effort to other initiatives, such 
as responding to requests for information (RFI), or, 
custom research.

SoluTion 
How and when does a network know when a 
campaign justifies the analytics and optimization 
effort? Networks can start by performing tune-in 
analytics on their highest rated and most heavily 
promoted shows. Once they’ve learned how to 
measure and optimize in those environments, they 
can begin applying that model across other shows.

Another benefit of doing tune-in analytics is 
that they present interesting challenges to in-
house research analysts. This greater intellectual 
stimulation can help networks attract and keep the 
best talent. 

TUne-In cAMpAIgnS need 
To Be SIzABle enoUgh 
To wArrAnT The coST 
oF AnAlyTIcS And 
opTIMIzATIon.



 
conclusion
Tune-in campaigns are more critical than 
they’ve ever been to a TV network’s bottom line. 
Networks are in the business of selling audiences, 
and with the proliferation of new content 
producers and distribution channels, competition 
for eyeballs is fierce.

At the same time, all advertisers seek a higher level 
of campaign measurement for all media spend, 
including linear TV. Gone are the days when 
advertisers could treat TV advertising as simple 
brand-awareness initiatives. Their CMOs are 
demanding more accountability, and they’re finding 
ways to spend their budgets in channels they can 
more easily measure and optimize.

Big data and technology help TV marketers better 
understand and parse their audiences, which in turn 
allows them to target programming and day-parts 
that are over indexed with their ideal audiences. 
These methodologies are complex, and often costly, 

data-munging exercises, but the results can have 
significant impact on the network’s bottom line.

Additionally, the insights gleaned from measuring 
and optimizing tune-in campaigns can be offered to 
the TV network’s own advertising client, enabling 
the sales teams to help their advertisers pinpoint 
their ideal audiences, and drive more efficient 
campaigns.
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