
he revelations made by
CNBC on a possible "rat-
ing fudge" is significant
since the priorities of Indi-
an television are set by

Television Rating Points (TRPs).
"Stunned", "shocked" and "dam-

I nging" arc some otrhc reactions 01
television channels. TRPs have
always had a sacrosanct air about
them a reason why the expose
acquires the proportions of a
"seam". But it is a wonder that
despite the TRP-trap television in

'ii- India has been under for some
led years, the intricacies were not

brought out for public attention
much earlier. Considering the con-
sequences, the revelations should

n be viewed as a wake-up call for
the industry.
This is not the first time that alle-

gations of TRP manipulations
have been made. This time, how-
ever, the vulnerability of the sys-
tem being followed has been sub-
stantiated in such a way that larger
puhlic attention is guaranteed.
TRPs were being taken for grant-
ed as a universal yardstick by
media buyers, broadcasters.
media, media users and by devel-
opment planners at the highest
level, in the country. Advertising
agencies and advertisers have
been doing their canapaign plan-
"iar and have been apportioning
television spend amounting to
some Rs 4000 crores primarily
based on such weekly ratings.
An j. newspapers were busy hyp-
ing [he "rating claims" by chan-
nels and cop-tent producers.
And yet there has hardly been

any analysis in the media about
Whll'~ these TRP5 are all about and
at whose instance they are being
compiled, the kind of methodolo-
gy r..i"g used and with what relia-
briity, "'ld as to their very rele-
"UlCC in 'he context of the chang-

a. i~:gme-dia scene and unique view-
iuc situation in different house-
h,.lIds.
That these ratings are only pro-

jections and for only a select few
ci lies and based on a small sample

It i of "representative" television
households was not convincingly
explained. TIle pattern of selecting
television channels, viewing pro-
grammes, timings, etc, are mea-
sured with the help of a "peoples
meter" installed, in those selected
few television households,' The
general impression often given is
that these ratings are national and
represent all television owning
households in !lie country. This is
not .. fully. correct. At best one
would dare to say that they are
indicative of the viewership in
metro and rnaior cities. Neither of
the two rating services covers
rural India. In fact, they cover only
half of urban India. Starting with
four metros about five years ago,
the ratings today cover 29 cities
wi th some states or languages
being covered by only one city.
The "peoples-meter" being used

was developed for relatively
homogenised societies and cui,
tures such as Canada, the United
-States or South Africa and in fact,
these meters were initially import-

; from' these countries, mostly
, "used ones. The beuons on such a

ses ; meter in e.acb sampled television
, J~: l1ouScho!d are expected to be
, 'I pushed hy =:l!viewer as per his-- ..

~, /. Q' . .,
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or her viewership. That is each
viewer in the household is expect-
ed to be an "active" one to push
the on-off button each time some-
thing on television is being
watched.

'

he sample size of television
households covered with
the "peoples-meter" started
with 400 and has now gone

to 3454 in the case of T AM and
M05 in the case of INTAM, The
sample size in case of some cities
is around 120 and in the case of
Murnbai it has been maximum --
today it is around 600. In these
sampled panel households every

. member is expected to maintain
strict confidcntialirv and use the
on-off button of the meter with-
out any, inducement, or any pres-
sure and each .rnernber is expect-
ed to use orily tlie button assigned
for her or him and do so each time
of viewing during a ~-t·llOlIr peri-
od and every day as long as the
house is a member of the panel.
Each such sampled household is
expected to represent se~1
thousands of television house-
holds or cable and satellite televi-
sion households.
Any aberration in operating- the

on-off button, or any passivity in
the process of anyone member in
the household will vitiate the pro-
jected ratings one way or other. If
a few households in the "panel" of
sample COIJld be induced ,wit!)

, incentives as is being done, the
outcome is nothing but a manipu-
lated one. The actual representa-.
tive weightage or a household in a

TRPs have always had
a sacrosanct air-about
them, all the more

reason why the fudge
borders on a scam

particular socio-economic catego-
ry is another issue,
The spread of television to every

nook and corner of the country
and of regional bnguagc channels,
has changed the scope and the
extent of viewing. And yet the rat-
ing service is not extended to rural
and small towns. despite 60 per
cent of the television sets being
there, Also. since nearly 60 per
cent oftelevision SC~ are 01:.1black
and white ones, the reliabihtv or
accuracy of the sensing devices of
the "peoples-meter" is doubtful in
capturing the viewership, Then. of
course. the fact that the spread of
channels is not uniform ~LTVS"" dif-
ferent regions 0 the country. All
this-brings out the inadequacy of
the rating methodology presently
being followed.

The 'Peoples-meter'
used was d.evelopec1

for relatively
homogenised societies
and CUltures such as
. Canada, the United
States or South Africa
. andinf'act-,thlWe
me!;ers Went initially
im}k.'I"tedfrom these
couittrles, mostly

used ones

As a result channels having more
viewership in rural India or among
certain sections are disadvantaged
in the ratings. That is, ratings
based on urban viewersbip are
deciding the programmes and pr0-
gramme schedules' of television
channels, including that of Door-
darshan. The phenomenon of tele-
vision being used as a decoration
like a wallpaper in some house-
holds where on-off is not always
related to actual viewing, or extent
of viewing, is yet another issue,

The contents of "peoples-
meters" are projected by
desegregating the figures
into several socio-econorn-

ic-dernographic classifications
converted into a matrix of some 64
cells is another contentious issue
in ternjs of_ac_cu~y l<tve~,.1hat is
how competing channels often
end up using these ratings to their
own advuutagcs picking up froru
out of these several variables. This
is further complicated by the fact
that there are two rating services in
the market sometimes widely dif-
fering from each other although
both use similar methodology and
cater to same interests.
Both these services, TAM and

INTAM. each charging' anywhere
between Rs 500,000 to Rs
50.000,00 as annual subscripuon
{depending on the turnover of the
subscriber), are driven by the
iriterests of' advertising .: Since
advertising is primarily based on
perpetuating and pampering con-
sumerism, a rating service' loo
eaten; to such' interests. ,That is

preferences and priorities uf tele-
vision channels and their pro-
grammes. their time schedule, and
formats, conunercial tanff, etc..
are all moderated hy and based on
these. r.uinp-, The two :tgcocic ••.
arc no••.••":lIf.I~I!U{o urcrpc r..ttill!.!
service, ;IIH.I I"1",:Ij l\.'III.IIl' lit\., I, :11;'"

ny of r<1{illg~ 01\ Indian Ickvb!()r:

It is unfortunate that, not re:i!i,ine
all this, Doordarshan got into this
trap and lost its direction and pri-
orities when it supported TRPs
despite this author" s efforts other-
wise a few years ago.
Such ratings do serve in g.'IOg

a "logic" for media planners to
justify their large dispensations
the total of which works 011: to
some. Rs 8000 crores annually
Hence the, need for a certain
transparency in the methodoi )gy
and some independent rnomor-
ing and validation procede-es.
The routine replacement of a !O
per cent sample over a year;' :00

little to ensure reliabilirv of cat-
ing or to cope with passivity and
casualties in sampled television
households week after ..•.eel
Since ratings are now "gutr:ln-

teed" weeks before to IUf\,.' ad.er-
rising. it obviously implies ':ll
these r:.Jlings. arc a matter of .ur-
vival tor •.rdvcrusiu]; ..tge()..·{'~.

content producers and to <t m-
nels themselves The ~ind 01
competition among them is ~xh
that it will intensify and luretlern
further. Obviously. orgarusa.ons
like the Indian Broadcas .nz
Foundation (IBFl should lav.n;:
tiativcs to bring in some &l,ci-
pline. Self-discipline anv da, is •
far better. The task of v:ilida:en
of ratings should not he ltf: to
users alone. 1n 1Tl\" noinion 00 :one
having any interest. direct ofl:...:ii-
rect, in advertising or u. :he
media business, he entrustedv i.h
such a task, The" should hoscver
be associated WIth the exerose

The architecture or "peo-
pies-meter" and its pr".:ti·
cality, once the "'.., is
extended bevond citie! "

yet another issue that nee~u, :--.e
looked into. So that we havevzte
of the art technology in\"tlnng
imaging and intelligent r~rs5'
ing which allows thc direct eea-
surcrncnt of actual eye C4Il.l<:t
and reduces the chances ,:>fto-:-.-
pering,
Despite such meter h,<c4 -n-

ings how much <.10 we IT."\.\
about the "impact" of tele~ :on
on any part of the count", (J(;;:'"
section of society .~ Fo); e.u;!J .e.
on.children? 00 a rough e~lIr.",e
the money involved hetw ees _':e
two &.Ig ••.•n~·iL"s.~ringing lIU;: 1.\.\1
and INT AM. is not less LIw Rs
lOO crores yearly. Recallirg oy
own experience of bringiI¥ CUt
the first ever National Rcm.:--
ship Survey (NRS) report 3111 tie
fourth one, I know the l<..iJI!~i
resistance and pressures UI(

faces in revealing facts not JIIht-
able to subscribers who are ~
constant threat from each •••••..
What an effort for scratc~1ilt:
surface! Or shall we sa}' l""
.hijacking.ihe priorities of~'
sion and its vep' character'.' '" '
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