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“Goodbye, Farewell, and Amen:” That was the 
name of the M*A*S*H episode that closed 
the hit series’ 11-yr run on February 28, 1983 
with a whopping 60% household rating. It was, 
and still is, the highest-rated telecast in U.S. 
television history.

For some industry observers (TV traditionalists 
and digital hardliners), it’s all been downhill 
from there. They see the rise of streaming as 
the latest injury to a television system already 
maligned by channel fragmentation, time-
shifting, and cable before that. For them, when 
the end credits rolled on that last M*A*S*H 
episode, it was indeed goodbye, farewell, and 
amen to the heydays of television.

But those who recognize the trench warfare of 
modern media buying for what it is, and raise 
their head over the parapet for a moment, can 
clearly see that television is in an incredibly 
exciting place today.

Yes, ratings are eroding on linear TV, but OTT 
and streaming are growing fast to fill the void. 
On the creative side, show production is as 

vibrant, and well-funded, as it’s ever been. 
As for advertisers, the breakthroughs in 
targeting and personalization long promised by 
addressable TV can finally be realized at scale.

Perhaps most importantly, in large part 
because of the dynamics created by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, advertisers and networks 
are finally getting ready to shake up the TV 
upfronts, and inject much-needed flexibility 
and accountability into the way they  
buy and sell advertising on TV. It was a  
long time coming.

In this joint report by iSpot.tv and Neustar, 
we’re highlighting some of the key forces 
currently at play in the marketplace, and 
offering our perspective on what principles 
we think marketers need to embrace to not 
just be bystanders, but take an active role in 
shaping the future of TV.

The world of television is growing more 
complex, that’s for sure, but the operative 
word is that it’s growing, and it’s the perfect 
time for you to get involved.

INTRODUCTION
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If anyone had any doubt about the enduring 
quality of television and its relevance in the 

modern media mix, look no further than 
how it fared in 2020 during two of the most 

existential moments in recent history:

the  
COVID-19 pandemic  

and the  
U.S. presidential elections.
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The television ecosystem upended almost overnight in March last year due to the pandemic, 
production shutdowns, and the postponement of tentpole sporting events. The TV upfronts 
imploded. But at a time of national crisis and unprecedented uncertainty, Americans gravitated  
to TV to stay informed and, yes, escape reality.

TV’s resilience is a great sign for all stakeholders, but there are some immediate adjustments  
to consider.

AMERICANS FIND 
COMFORT IN TV 
DURING PANDEMIC

Increase in daytime TV ad 
impressions, April 2020  

vs. April 20192

+31% +39%
Number of TV ad 

impressions for the show 
Friends in 2020 vs. 20193

+27%
Sales of 65-in TV sets, 

year-to-date up to Cyber 
Monday, 2020 vs. 20194

FOR TV NETWORKS & PLATFORMS

Sales: Diversify the industries you do  
business with

Upfronts: Add more flexibility and options  
to your contracts

Metrics: Offer your clients value  
beyond impressions

FOR ADVERTISERS

Reach: You have new opportunities to  
reach consumers on TV

Budgets: Consider rebalancing budgets 
between primetime and other dayparts

Creatives: Be sensitive to consumer  
needs and values at this time
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Weekly TV Ad Impressions, Year over Year (week 1 is January)

YEAR OVER YEAR 
VIEWERSHIP TRENDS
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2020 was a very busy year for news, and it culminated with wall to wall coverage of the presidential 
elections in the US. Once again, national and local political campaigns turned to TV for maximum 
impact, and many were effective at using TV advertising to target swing voters.8 After all, people 
trust their local TV station news more than any other source.9

Political ads on TV in 2020 
across 4,300 federal, state 

and local races5

9.3M +24%
TV ad impressions for  

news across all networks in 
Nov 2020 vs. Nov 20196

+48%
TV ad impressions on CNN 
in 2020 vs. 2019 (MSNBC: 
+41%, FOX News: +27%)7

FOR TV NETWORKS & PLATFORMS

Genre: Invest in news programming.  
It’s drawing record attention

Geography: Make enough room for local 
buys. They continue to be very effective

Context: Promote your unique programming 
and audience values

FOR ADVERTISERS

Outcomes: It’s not just about awareness,  
TV calls people to action too

Targeting: Like base and swing voters, you 
should target different customer types

Messaging: Market conditions change fast, 
meet the moment with your messaging

TV ADS DOMINATE 
AGAIN DURING  
2020 ELECTIONS
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Streaming overtook cable in terms of total subscribers a couple of years ago, but total viewing time 
remained comparatively small. Not anymore.

And if WarnerMedia stands by its decision to release its full slate of big-budget movies in 2021 
simultaneously on HBO Max and in theaters, streaming is bound to have a profound effect on the 
movie industry as well.13 

While enthusiasm for new TV content is undeniable, most viewers aren’t willing to spend more on 
SVOD services than they are spending on cable,14 so AVOD platforms will fuel much of the growth in 
coming years. This presents enormous opportunities for marketers who, up to this point, had only 
very little (and very expensive) ad inventory to work with on streaming platforms.

Streaming share of  
total TV time in OTT-

capable homes10

25% +26%
Jump in addressable ad 

impressions in 202011

+554K
New mobile subscribers 
to the HBO Max app on 

opening weekend of 
Wonder Woman 198412

FOR TV NETWORKS & PLATFORMS

Pay Attention: How viewers interact with 
your content and the ads they see on 
your platform will help you set the right ad 
inventory valuation.

Prove Impact: Clients will accept a higher 
CPM if you can demonstrate return. Measure 
the value of ad volume, duration, format, 
position, fit, and skip or not.

FOR ADVERTISERS

Expand Reach: Bundle linear and OTT deals, 
measure overlap, and compare consumer  
response (down to individual streaming publishers).

Manage Frequency: Work with data partners  
to manage frequency caps across linear, OTT  
and streaming.

Measure ROI: To justify higher CPMs, adopt a 
reliable measurement framework across all the 
conversion metrics you care about.

2020: THE YEAR 
STREAMING TOOK OFF
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6X boost in conversion
For leading mutual insurance company 

Amica, OTT advertising improves 
reach, increases brand awareness, and 

boosts conversion six-fold.15
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The pandemic is rewriting the rules of retail and forcing brands to rethink their values and how 
they interact with consumers.19 A top priority for retailers now is to promote a safe and seamless 
personal shopping experience, and TV advertising plays a crucial role to get the message across—
not just at the top of the funnel, but much closer to the point of conversion as well.

The Home Depot, for instance, is featuring its website or mobile app in most of its TV commercials,20 
inviting consumers to use AR to visualize home projects without going to the store, order everything 
online, or check in-store inventory before pickup. No pitting physical stores against e-commerce 
channels. One only needs to look at the company’s bottom line to see that the strategy is working.21

To be successful in 2021 and beyond, brands need to be in tune with their customers’ shifting 
habits, and advertise on the channels they’ve converged to. TV is a bit different today, but it 
remains at the heart of omnichannel marketing.

consumers who have 
changed stores, brands, or 

the way they shop this year16

76% +42%
intent to continue to shop 
for groceries online after 

the pandemic17

+91%
number of people  

buying OTC medicine 
exclusively online18

FOR TV NETWORKS & PLATFORMS

Fit In: The future of TV depends on its 
full integration into the new omnichannel 
marketing ecosystem.

Be Open to New Rules: TV networks and 
platforms should start the transition to 
emerging ad tools and standards.

FOR ADVERTISERS

Break Down Silos: Consumers are blurring 
the line between physical and online 
shopping, and you need to follow suit.

Double Down on TV: An omnichannel 
strategy is essential to stay connected to 
consumers in today’s market, and TV remains 
a central piece of that equation.

NEW SHOPPING HABITS 
ARE HERE TO STAY
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Over three-quarters of a century now, TV 
ratings have been of vital importance to the 
development of television. They’ve told the 
tale of our love affair with the medium, helped 
detect winners and losers, and ultimately 
shaped our entertainment universe. They’ve 
sealed the fate of many media companies too, 
so the erosion of the traditional TV rating has 
been a real cause for concern.22

Viewers haven’t vanished, of course. In fact, 
we spend more time today interacting with 
all the screens in our lives than we ever 
have: over 12 hours a day.23 The viewers that 
a network might lose on linear TV are often 
catching up with their favorite shows on 
streaming platforms. The question is: should 
they be counted in the ratings?

It’s a loaded question. Higher ratings do not 
just reflect a broader reach for the program 
or network in question, they often command a 
higher CPM too—top-rated shows are generally 
more desirable. It’s thus in the networks’ best 
interests to count streaming users and boost 
the value of their total audience. But does it 
make sense for advertisers to buy a show  
on the basis of a split audience, if they have 
little control over when people are watching, 
how they’re watching, and what impact this 
might have on the effectiveness of their 
marketing campaigns?

Nielsen recently announced that they would 
upgrade their TV ratings by 2024 to account for 
cross-channel measurement.24 That upgrade is 
a positive development, and a much-needed 
one, but is it going to make life much easier for 
media buyers?

Of course not: even with a new ratings 
benchmark in place, marketers will still need 
to figure out where exactly their consumers 
are, calculate audience overlap between 
linear, OTT and streaming, and optimize their 
campaigns to reach their target audience as 
efficiently as possible.

Thankfully, companies like iSpot already provide 
that type of tactical capability.25

TV RATINGS: NECESSARY 
BUT NOT SUFFICIENT
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Targeting on TV has advanced to  
the point where brands can match  

first-party customer IDs to TV households, 
and identify when and where specific 

segments are tuning in.

It’s a game changer.
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The rise of streaming is putting pressure on TV to produce more than reach and frequency.

In its addressable forms, TV today can be used to target viewers just as precisely as on digital 
channels. Marketers can measure performance for a variety of business outcomes—not just reach, 
but also metrics like attention, brand sentiment, web traffic, or conversions.26 And TV, including 
addressable TV, has been largely sheltered from the privacy backlash caused by third-party cookies 
and other intrusive online identifiers.

CTV ad spending is forecast to grow by 40% in 2021, and more than half (56%) is expected to transact 
programmatically.28 Marketers can now demand better accountability from the media companies they 
work with and integrate their TV buys with their omnichannel campaigns at a much more granular 
level. Media companies, for their part, can help brands better segment their audience, and raise 
CPMs as a result.29 And consumers see more relevant ads with better-controlled frequency.

Everybody wins.

But to take advantage of those opportunities, marketers and media platforms need to pay attention 
to four key priorities.

“Over the past couple of years, TV has become 
more measurable, more addressable and actually 
more privacy-compliant, while digital has become 

less measurable, less addressable and less 
privacy-compliant. It’s a real paradigm shift.”

Sean Muller, CEO of iSpot.TV27

TV ADVERTISING  
AT A CROSSROAD
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Marketers and media companies looking 
to make the most of the future of  

TV need to embrace four key pillars:

THE KEYS TO THE 
FUTURE OF TV

Attribution

Identity Agility

Measurement
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With third-party cookies and mobile ad IDs on their last legs, and with growing privacy regulations 
around the world, digital marketing is turning to identity to bring together fragments of a 
consumer’s brand interactions across all the channels they interact with, and in the process bring 
to life a more responsible, more secure, and more transparent marketing ecosystem.30

To make a successful transition to this new ecosystem, brands and publishers need to have their 
first-party data front and center, work with one another to find common ground, and negotiate 
media buys on a basis that truly makes sense for their businesses.

Addressable TV (in its linear and on-demand forms) needs to fit into that equation. Marketers want 
to understand the effectiveness of their multi-channel marketing campaigns, and they can’t hope 
to accomplish that feat if TV continues to be treated as a standalone channel. The same identity-
based solution that underpins a brand’s digital strategy needs to drive its TV strategy as well.

FOR TV NETWORKS & PLATFORMS

Check Your Data: Ensure that your  
viewer-level data is compatible with the  
ever-changing marketing landscape — and 
find the right identity partners to help.

FOR ADVERTISERS

Reimagine TV: Rethink television as another 
identity-based digital channel, and work 
to integrate it into all your analytics and 
campaign activation platforms.

PILLAR #1:  
IDENTITY
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In the old days, TV was examined in aggregate, once or twice a year, during marketing mix modeling 
exercises that set a TV strategy in stone and didn’t offer marketers much flexibility to respond to last-
minute market conditions. They bought the bulk of their TV time at the upfronts, and any deviation 
along the way was addressed through imperfect make-good arrangements. That old system held on 
as much as possible, but the pandemic has made it clear that we need a better system.31

It’s not just the pandemic either. As Chipotle’s CMO Chris Brandt noted recently, in today’s 
environment, “What consumers want to hear from brands changes week to week.”32

To keep up with rapid changes in the marketplace, marketers need access to accurate, up-to-the-
minute behavioral data, sophisticated analytics to detect new patterns on the go, and a marketing 
activation infrastructure that can be set in motion to immediately capitalize on those fresh insights.

Creating a more agile ad buying and selling infrastructure is far from trivial. It’s not just a 
technical challenge, but also an organizational challenge for marketing departments used to 
working in silos, and for company executives used to long-term planning. But it’s absolutely 
essential in today’s marketplace.

FOR TV NETWORKS & PLATFORMS

Strategize: Figure out the value of your ad 
inventory and explore new ways to monetize it.

Experiment: Be receptive to new ideas from 
advertisers that are outside your comfort zone.

Evolve: Take advantage of this period of 
transformation to develop new performance 
metrics.

FOR ADVERTISERS

Experiment: Pick a small project (one platform, 
one message, one ad format), test and learn.

Evangelize: Measure, learn, and share your 
results with internal decision-makers.

Transform: Expect fewer frictions and better 
results among the many benefits seen by agile 
marketing organizations.

PILLAR #2:  
AGILITY
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Ratings are useful for strategic planning or billing purposes, but to measure campaign performance, 
marketers today need viewer-level measurement beyond simple impressions.

Attention is a good example. An iSpot analysis two years ago found that attention to ads on linear 
TV can vary substantially by duration, repetition, industry, production quality, and pod position.33 It 
also makes a difference if the ad is viewed on the big screen or on a phone, if it’s skippable, or if it’s 
in pre-roll or in-stream.

And there are dozens of other important outcomes by which marketers may wish to measure their 
cross-channel performance. Offline and online sales, of course, but also store visits, web visits, 
registrations, or even upper-funnel variables like top-of-mind recall, brand sentiment, positive 
reviews, or social advocacy. Another recent iSpot analysis examined TV commercials’ contribution 
to website visits, and revealed that last October, just as the holiday season was heating up, MSNBC 
delivered 23% more lift for its retail advertisers than any other network.34

Outcome-based marketing is proven to be more effective than traditional reach campaigns, but 
it can’t work without viewer-level data: audience deduplication is absolutely essential to measure 
overlaps, manage frequency capping, and calculate lift.35

FOR TV NETWORKS & PLATFORMS

Measure Ad Effectiveness: Join forces with 
reputable partners to quantify multi-format  
ad effectiveness for your clients.

Be Transparent: Give clients access to granular 
measurement data so your ad inventory’s value  
is never in question.

FOR ADVERTISERS

Set New Standards: Work with the IAB and 
others to ensure your most crucial outcome 
metrics make the grade.

Find Partners: Connect with the right data 
and tech companies to build out best-in-class 
marketing measurement capabilities. 

PILLAR #3: 
MEASUREMENT
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Television has always had great  
credentials for brand building, but  

we’re now focused more and more on 
delivering lower-funnel metrics too. We 

have an advantage at WarnerMedia in that 
we have a great deal of first-party data 
available to us, and that’s allowing us to 
understand how identity and precision 

targeting can really help advertisers  
make the most of our inventory.

Beth Rockwood 
SVP, Ad Sales Research 

WarnerMedia36

16THE FUTURE OF TV IS NOW



While marketers have been able to link sales to pricing, distribution, and trade promotions for 
decades, the process of attributing sales (or any other business outcome) to advertising effects 
has always been a steeper challenge. It doesn’t make it any less important: brands spend billions of 
dollars in advertising each year and need to understand what channels, creatives, frequency, and 
sequencing has the most impact.

Multi-touch attribution (MTA) got its start in the early 2000s when technology vendors opened 
up big data to marketers, and it’s been a staple of digital advertising ever since. But it’s been 
facing headwinds too. The widely anticipated death of the cookie (and other imperfect personal 
identifiers) this year, rather than spelling doom for MTA, is in fact drawing marketers to a much 
more reliable form of MTA: one based on identity, not cookies, and with coverage that goes well 
beyond digital channels.

With an identity-based MTA solution in place, and millions of connected TVs in the market, TV 
attribution can finally become integrated into the bigger picture:37 TV impressions across linear, 
VOD and streaming can be analyzed at the person-level alongside all other media touchpoints for 
a more complete view of the consumer. Marketers can use these new insights to understand what 
works, segment and target their best customers, and ultimately allocate their ad budgets much 
more efficiently than in the past. And they can finally bring together their short-term and long-
term marketing decisions into a unified framework.38

FOR TV NETWORKS & PLATFORMS

Plug In: Connect your data stream  
to your clients’ multi-channel attribution 
infrastructure to see the full value of  
your ad inventory.

FOR ADVERTISERS

Get the Whole Picture: Consider an 
identity-based MTA solution that can give  
you a complete view of the customer  
journey, including TV.

PILLAR #4: 
ATTRIBUTION
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Marshall McLuhan’s famous formulation that 
“the medium is the message” has always rung 
particularly true with television. More than any 
other advertising medium, TV has the power 
to immerse viewers in an “instant sensory 
awareness of the whole,” and that sensory 
connection gives ads on TV a special edge.

For a long time, that was enough to convince 
the C-suite to allocate a large chunk of the 
company’s ad budget to television. But not 
anymore. Today, decision-makers want full 
accountability for their marketing investments, 
and they expect TV to be measured with the 
same measuring sticks as every other channel.

They also want to be able to quickly react to 
changes in the marketplace—not 60 days before 
the start of the quarter, as cancellation windows 
typically go for TV deals. Expect to see major 
changes at the 2021 upfronts.

The world of TV advertising is much more 
complex for marketers and publishers than it 
was even a few years ago, no doubt. But it’s 
also finally getting on a level playing field with 
the rest of the advertising ecosystem. The 
digital transformation of TV is accelerating, and 
that’s a very promising step for the industry.

If you take to heart the recommendations we 
outlined in this paper, you’ll be well ahead of 
the curve, and one of the first to capitalize 
on these new opportunities.

CONCLUSION
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About iSpot.tv
iSpot.tv helps advertisers measure the brand and business impact of TV and streaming 
advertising, from concept to airing to conversion. Fast, accurate and actionable measurement 
and attribution solutions enable advertisers to assess creative effectiveness, enhance media 
plans and attribute advertising results, all while benchmarking against competitors and historical 
norms. Unlike legacy and ad hoc solutions, iSpot is purpose-built to measure the performance 
of every ad on television with digital-like precision and granularity in real time. With always-on 
performance insights unified across linear and streaming TV, advertisers can take quick and 
confident action to consistently drive business results.

About Neustar
Neustar is an information services and technology company and a leader in identity resolution 
providing the data and technology that enables trusted connections between companies and 
people at the moments that matter most. Neustar offers industry leading solutions in Marketing, 
Risk, Communications, and Security that responsibly connect data on people, devices and 
locations, continuously corroborated through billions of transactions. Neustar serves more  
than 8,000 clients worldwide, including 60 of the Fortune 100. Learn how your company can 
benefit from the power of trusted connections here: home.neustar

http://ispot.tv/
http://home.neustar

