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Summary of Findings 

 Nielsen Holdings N.V.‟s (NLSN) Buy segment market share is in a 

holding pattern. Consumer packaged goods companies remain 

wedded to the legacy and SKU-level data services unique to 

Nielsen. Retailers also remain committed to Nielsen but cite a 

growing need for innovative products, which Nielsen lacks. 

 Nielsen has responded too slowly to the changing landscape of 

data analytics and is surrounded by more nimble, creative 

measurement firms developing tools that attempt to capture the 

full scope of new media. Some sources blamed Nielsen‟s top-

level managers for repeatedly killing new ideas and products 

generated by its research division. 

 Visa Inc. (V) and MasterCard Inc. (MA) pose no immediate threat 

to Nielsen, nor do they appear to have new services to compete 

with Nielsen. Tesco Ltd.‟s (LON:TSCO) Dunnhumby USA and 

Catalina Marketing Corp. are becoming threats on the Buy side, 

but Nielsen still has the advantage by virtue of its customer 

base, scale and services in all measurement segments. 

 Nielsen also dominates the Watch segment, especially in 

broadcast where its expertise and services are unmatched and 

competition is lacking. On the digital side, ComScore Inc. (SCOR) 

is on equal footing with Nielsen. 

 Customers believe Nielsen‟s Online Campaign Ratings product is 

an early move in the industry‟s latest direction. Agencies are 

testing many possibilities and platforms for online measurement. 

 

 

 

  Nielsen’s Share 
Visa/MasterCard a 

Near-Term Threat 

Retail Executives 
  

Industry Specialists 
  

Advertising Executives 
  

Network TV & Online Ad 

Buyers  
N/A 

Silo Summaries 

1) RETAIL EXECUTIVES 
These four sources said NLSN‟s market share and 

customer base are stable and strong on the Buy side but 

have grown very little. NLSN‟s greatest advantages are its 

size, scale, historical database and ability to capture SKU-

level data. NLSN‟s position in the Buy segment has been 

secured for the short term by acquisitions, partnerships 

and the return of WMT as a customer. But NLSN lacks 

innovation, agility and, at times, an interest in developing 

products for newer areas of measurement and media, 

making it vulnerable to newcomers competing in niche 

segments. Retailers and consumer product companies 

are open to new measurement and data from V and MA, 

but to date neither credit card company has introduced a 

new product or service. Catalina Marketing and 

Dunnhumby are viewed as intriguing competitors but 

have neither the size nor the product breadth to steal 

NLSN‟s share. 

 

2) INDUSTRY SPECIALISTS 
NLSN‟s stagnant share and lack of innovation could 

undermine its current industry domination and open a 

window to smaller competitors. NLSN is perceived as 

weak in customized data analysis, real-time metrics and 

social media. V and MA have not introduced 

measurement products or clarified how their services 

would surpass or differ from NLSN. Catalina Marketing 

was repeatedly cited as a formidable competitor offering 

unique services. NLSN‟s sheer scale and ubiquity in the 

metrics‟ landscape ensure its dominance. 

 

3) ADVERTISING 
NLSN remains unchallenged in gathering consumer 

product SKU data on the Buy side. These two veteran 

advertising executives said V and MA pose no immediate 

threat to NLSN. NLSN‟s size, scale and widespread 

product offerings ensure its dominance in 

audience/broadcast measure while it competes in digital 

with ComScore. Catalina Marketing and Dunnhumby have 

garnered attention but remain too small to threaten 

NLSN. 

 

4) NETWORK TV AND ONLINE AD BUYERS 
As advertising transitions from analog to digital, demand 

has intensified for digital data measurement, according to 

these seven sources. NLSN has been the only game in 

town for decades, but agencies are testing and seeking 

better metrics to plan and buy media. NLSN‟s online video 

and TV comparison is in its initial stages. Buyers are not 

convinced that comparing broadcast to online is the best 

approach, and they may seek a blended metric instead. 

 

Research Question: 

Is Nielsen’s Buy segment succumbing to competitive pressure from Visa, MasterCard 

and others data-analytics companies? 

http://www.nielsen.com/sitelets/yir/what_buy.htm
http://corporate.visa.com/index.shtml
http://www.mastercard.com/index.html
http://www.dunnhumby.com/us/
http://www.catalinamarketing.com/
http://www.nielsen.com/sitelets/yir/what_watch.htm
http://www.comscore.com/
http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/events-webinars/2011/nielsen-online-campaign-ratings.html
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Background 

Visa and MasterCard have access to data from billions of transactions per year, and are beginning to investigate services they 

can provide to retailers and companies for insight into customer behavior and shopping patterns. Nielsen‟s Buy segment 

provides retail transactional measurement data and consumer behavior information to businesses, primarily in the consumer 

packaged goods industry. Visa and MasterCard are in the very early stages of offering retail measurement data, but have the 

potential to reshape the industry. 

 

 

CURRENT RESEARCH 
This report aims to determine where Nielsen‟s share of the Buy segment stands as the measurement industry changes and to 

understand threats to Nielsen, including from Visa and MasterCard. We also assessed Nielsen‟s Watch segment to determine 

the quality of and customer interest in its online ratings services. We employed our pattern mining approach to establish 

sources in five independent silos, comprising 18 primary sources (with three repeat sources) and five of the most relevant 

secondary sources focused on Catalina‟s move into digital buying, Rentrak Corp.‟s (RENT) partnership with MasterCard, credit 

card companies using consumer purchase data for targeted marketing, American Express Co.‟s (AXP) partnership with 

Foursquare Labs Inc., and Nielsen‟s belief that its Online Campaign Ratings product will be the industry standard. 

1) Retail executives (4) 

2) Industry specialists (5) 

3) Advertising executives (2) 

4) Network TV and online ad buyers (7) 

5) Secondary sources (5) 

 

 

Next Steps 

Blueshift‟s next report on Nielsen and the data measurement industry will focus on new developments from Visa and 

MasterCard. We will assess how their products differ from Nielsen‟s and whether they achieve the granularity of SKU-level 

data. We also will look further into the growth of Catalina and Dunnhumby, as well as research networks like Kaggle and 

BUCS to get a better sense of their potential, their corporate applications and their prowess in new areas of data analytics. 

Finally, we will further assess the usage of and feedback on Nielsen‟s Online Campaign Ratings and similar offerings from 

competitors. 

 

 

Silos 

1) RETAIL EXECUTIVES 
These four sources said Nielsen‟s market share and customer base are stable and strong on the Buy side but have grown 

very little. Nielsen‟s greatest advantages are its size, scale, historical database and ability to capture SKU-level data. Nielsen 

continues to dominate the Buy segment, and its position has been secured for the short term by acquisitions, partnerships 

and the return of Wal-Mart Stores Inc. (WMT) as a customer. But Nielsen lacks innovation, agility and, at times, an interest in 

developing products for newer areas of measurement and media, making it vulnerable to newcomers competing in niche 

segments. Retailers and consumer product companies are open to new measurement and data from Visa and MasterCard, 

but to date neither credit card company has introduced a new product or service. Catalina Marketing and Dunnhumby are 

viewed as intriguing competitors but have neither the size nor the product breadth to steal Nielsen‟s share.  

 

 Executive at a global consumer product company 

Recent acquisitions have better positioned Nielsen on the Buy side, and scalability, experience and historical data are 

among the company‟s advantages. However, its Buy segment is under pressure from aggressive competitors, particularly 

Dunnhumby and Catalina. Nielsen‟s share and business with this source‟s and other major consumer product companies 

remains stable, but competitive pressure has forced Nielsen to react and grow in previously limited areas. Nielsen‟s 

http://www.rentrak.com/
https://www.americanexpress.com/
https://foursquare.com/americanexpress
http://www.mediapost.com/publications/article/170190/nielsen-adds-walmart-data-to-sales-product.html
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apparent reluctance to enter new segments in data analytics could create a stumbling block. Visa and MasterCard are 

not yet on the source‟s radar. He believes their ability to expand and use purchasing data for retail/marketing analytics 

could face barriers, most notably with regard to data ownership. 

 “Nielsen is threatened within the retail space, but I can‟t say whether 

they have lost market share or not. The competing startups like 

Dunnhumby and Catalina have definitely had an effect on Nielsen and 

[Symphony]IRI [Group] because we can see they are reacting. In that 

way they are succumbing to pressure.” 

 “Dunnhumby has an advantage with greater numbers of consumers. I 

can get a finer level of detail with the Dunnhumby data.” 

 “Nielsen had the Homescan panel for shoppers to monitor purchases 

through a scanner at home. But what if the consumer doesn‟t scan 

everything? Some data is missed. IRI had a loyalty card program that 

would enter cardholders into a drawing; most with the card would enter 

so they didn‟t miss much data. Then Wal-Mart data fell out of the mix, 

and when that happened IRI lost its shirt. Nielsen and IRI reacted by 

merging their household panels. What‟s interesting is that Wal-Mart 

has now decided to return and give its data back to both Nielsen and 

IRI. That fixes a lot of the problems they had.” 

 “We expect our company use of Nielsen to remain consistent. It will 

neither grow nor shrink. Nielsen also has been making great strides in 

simplifying the data and analysis they make available to us. That addresses one of the main criticisms consumer 

product companies have had.” 

 “Now you can go to the vendor portal and you can ask interactive questions and get an immediate answer, as 

opposed to having someone internally who knows what the data means. The service is called Answers. If you 

think about it, the biggest challenge in the future will be the sheer magnitude of data and the exponential 

growth of information. Simplifying the data is the future challenge. And Nielsen has taken strides in making their 

product more user-friendly and listening more to give their customers what they need.” 

 “There are pros and cons to all of the analytic methods and companies. I think the scale of the [Dunnhumby] 

scanner data and purchasing data is important but less so without being able to track it across channels. The 

majority of Nielsen‟s and IRI‟s products are not really at risk from new competitors because Nielsen and IRI have 

scale, which has a lot of advantage. But it is typically not an advantage you can hold on to forever.” 

 “The disadvantage of Dunnhumby is that they only know what the customer bought at Kroger [Co./KR] and 

Target [Corp./TGT]. They don‟t partner with other retailers.” [Editor‟s Note: Macy‟s Inc. (M) has partnered with 

Dunnhumby since 2008.] 

 “Nielsen‟s purchase of BASES and more recent acquisitions … have bolstered and renewed our company‟s 

commitment to them. We recently signed an agreement with Nielsen to 

obtain data across all three measures, which give it a strong 

advantage. First, we were able to negotiate better pricing over the 

contract for all three measures and, second, the synergy created by 

having all three measures has simplified my [company‟s] life. They 

have scale across all three.” 

 “Nielsen purchased the companies for its retail side. They still have 

opportunities for integration within the media group. They are in the 

best position for capturing media data. This provides a whole different 

data opportunity for Nielsen, and they are in the best position to deliver 

integrated data. To date, they are not doing it, and I don‟t know if they 

are working on it. The small upstarts simply don‟t have the [cross-

channel] scale to compete with Nielsen.” 

 “They are being pushed into new areas rather than aggressively 

pursuing new areas. Clearly, they are taking new steps because of the 

competition out there, but they are not proactive. There are lots of 

places within the analytics landscape that they could be investing more 

time and more money. In some cases they are reacting. And when they 

Nielsen is threatened within the 

retail space, but I can‟t say 

whether they have lost market 

share or not. The competing 

startups like Dunnhumby and 

Catalina have definitely had an 

effect on Nielsen and IRI 

because we can see they are 

reacting. In that way they are 

succumbing to pressure. 

Executive 

Global Consumer Product Company 

We expect our company use of 

Nielsen to remain consistent. It 

will neither grow nor shrink. 

Nielsen also has been making 

great strides in simplifying the 

data and analysis they make 

available to us. That addresses 

one of the main criticisms 

consumer product companies 

have had. 

Executive 

Global Consumer Product Company 

http://www.symphonyiri.com/
http://homescan.com/
http://ch.de.acnielsen.com/products/dss_answers.shtml
http://phx.corporate-ir.net/phoenix.zhtml?c=84477&p=irol-newsArticle&ID=1186961&highlight=
http://phx.corporate-ir.net/phoenix.zhtml?c=84477&p=irol-newsArticle&ID=1186961&highlight=
http://www.gbhealth.org/company.cfm/BASES
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do react, they are able to dominate because of their scale.” 

 “Visa and MasterCard are an interesting prospect because of the sheer amount of data they have access to. But 

I can‟t speak to their plans. … We also don‟t know whether Visa and MasterCard really own the data or whether 

they are simply an aggregator of information for the banks that issue the cards. The question is, when you 

charge something on the card, does Visa get the information or does it go to the bank?” 

 “Dunnhumby has utilized Visa purchasing data collected by Target as a way to track merchandise buys. But 

Dunnhumby did not get the data from Visa. They bought it from Target to analyze total sales using the credit 

card data as a matching tool.” 

 “I doubt privacy is an issue should Visa and MasterCard move into analytics because you give the store 

permission in the fine print to collect information. They are not collecting personal information, and the personal 

data is not updated.” 

 “IRI is the biggest volume competitor to Nielsen, but I am not sure how IRI has positioned itself differently from 

Nielsen. I think with Nielsen‟s purchase of BASES … IRI will lose ground. Dunnhumby and Catalina are the 

biggest threats among the newcomers. They have a growing presence in the U.S., but I don‟t know if they have 

the scale to go toe to toe with Nielsen. Catalina monitors everything that comes through the register at 

purchase, along with loyalty cards. Catalina has an awesome opportunity because they already have penetration 

at the retail level. It‟s not a business model question for Catalina. It‟s about the relationship. Now if someone 

were to buy Catalina, which has the relationship part, and Dunnhumby, which develops the analytics, they could 

get to scale and compete with Nielsen.” 

 “Our company is completely open to exploring options with some of the other players, but at this point we have 

not changed our work with Nielsen.” 

 

 Executive at a global consumer product company 

Nielsen‟s business model and market share have remained stable and, as yet, untouched by competitors such as 

Dunnhumby. Consumer product companies rely heavily on and need its services. Visa and MasterCard have no services 

to date, but their data would be of little or no use to a consumer product company because manufacturers require 

specifics on purchased SKUs. However, Visa and MasterCard could prove 

dangerous if they were to give shoppers handheld devices that enable self-

checkout. Nielsen‟s strength is access to continuous data, but it needs parallel 

services in key international locations to accommodate the global economy. 

 “I have no sense that Nielsen‟s market share is going down. But then I 

don‟t get the sense they are growing either. Are they succumbing to 

competitive pressure? No. Their business model is not vulnerable at 

this time. Not unless everything and everyone shifts to an e-model. Is 

that going anywhere fast? No. The industry needs their data for what 

we watch and what we buy. It takes an awful lot of time and expertise 

to set up what they have set up.” 

 “Right now Nielsen has a more strategic relationship with retailers and 

packaged goods companies than does Visa or MasterCard. Our needs 

are increasing, and we need more from the data and analysis. What 

added value does the [Visa or MasterCard] payment method bring? We 

don‟t know.” 

 “I can‟t say how our business will change with Nielsen. We are not 

going to go away from them at this time. Companies can‟t live without 

them. Typically we do global contracts with Nielsen for four to five years 

at a time so we do not overpay. We may request and pay for a special 

analysis. But our Nielsen person does the first round. We have a 

Nielsen person in-house. That has been their model for 20 years. At 

some level it is a cost savings to our company because this is not an 

employee that is part of our pay package; it is a Nielsen person that 

lives here at Nielsen‟s expense.” 

 “We need to look at continuous data. We rely on Nielsen or IRI, and they are hugely important to us because 

they allow us to understand the structural elements such as what percent of consumers are participating with 

our consumer product company and what is the penetration of our products, how many are bought with what 

I have no sense that Nielsen‟s 

market share is going down. 

But then I don‟t get the sense 

they are growing either. Are 

they succumbing to competitive 

pressure? No. Their business 

model is not vulnerable at this 

time. The industry needs their 

data for what we watch and 

what we buy. It takes an awful 

lot of time and expertise to set 

up what they have set up. … We 

are not going to go away from 

them at this time. Companies 

can‟t live without them. 

Executive  

Global Consumer Product Company 
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frequency, and what is the average price of purchases. Also, when we launch a new product we can look at the 

month-to-month sales and generate a forecast for the product, and we can work with BASES, a normative 

database to predict new product success. The data from Nielsen tells us how frequently the consumer buys and 

repurchases. We need this kind of granular information on the SKU level and use Homescan.” 

 “Nielsen has always been in the service of the manufacturers. A company like Dunnhumby is not interested in 

providing services to a company like ours. They have made their bed with Kroger and Target but can‟t take on 

much more. They would need too big a firewall. Nielsen and IRI live in one pool with the manufacturers, and 

Dunnhumby lives in another pool with retailers.” 

 “If we flip to the other side, there is data about the customer generated through Kroger or Safeway [Inc./SWY] 

when they get scanning data on the loyalty cards. Sometimes that is information that the retailers would give us 

access to. I was talking to a Kroger executive, and their No. 1 strategy is to get more out of people that are 

already in the store. They want to extract what we call „more share of the wallet.‟ So they monitor what‟s in the 

shopping basket to drive advertising and product placement by scanning data into their loyalty cards.” 

 “We do use other services, and a lot of companies have specialty services or electronic purchase data. The more 

locations where you can buy a product, whether it‟s in the supermarket or mass merchandiser or club store or 

Amazon.com [Inc./AMZN], the greater the challenge is for everyone. It‟s the same on the TV side where you have 

more diverse products and services. It makes it more difficult to put together a big picture.” 

 “To ask if Nielsen is losing market share to competitors is like asking whether Wal-Mart is losing business to 

Amazon. Yes, they may be losing some business, but is it meaningful? I don‟t get the sense Nielsen business is 

declining, and our Nielsen account is based on and determined by a five-year contract.” 

 “I have only rudimentary information about Visa and MasterCard, and I do not know if we would want to use 

them. If I were to look at Visa, the customer has to use the debit card and all it would tell right now is that the 

consumer bought $125 worth of groceries. Now if the data started to give us a digital footprint of all the money 

spent and correlate it from Safeway to Macy‟s to the gas station and provide the data from multiple channels, 

from a packaged goods point of view, that would be useful. But unless they can get to the granular level of what 

the shopper or household bought at the SKU-level, it is not of value to us.” 

 “What would be helpful … is if the customer could wander Safeway or Kroger and rather than scan at checkout, 

they carried a scanner, handheld device issued by Visa or MasterCard. Then they would have something.” 

 “If I‟m a retailer and the issue is having a lot of labor, I could get the consumer to self-checkout. … But I still 

need it to take another step forward to bypass the checkout and give the consumer some sort of handheld 

device.” 

 “We do use some vendors with data sets that we can cross-reference, but with a big company like ours, we 

utilize warehouse distribution. Now if I‟m a beer brand or Keebler and I deliver directly to the store and I have 

the ability to adjust orders or placement in the store because I have a delivery guy to restock, they could change 

the mix or even use other vendors that supply local area demographic data that could be useful.” 

 “The biggest challenge for Nielsen is all of these satellite services that sit on the edge of their core products and 

services. Am I going to buy them? I recall years ago when I was at another large consumer product company and 

we decided to switch from IRI to Nielsen. Talk about a headache. Most big corporations don‟t want to even think 

about the whole idea of turning over all their data to a new vendor. It‟s an expensive hassle.” 

 “With Nielsen, the bigger question for me is what are their plans to provide services in Brazil and China. That‟s 

an area where they have to grow as their customers expand into other countries.” 

 

 Business analytics executive for a company with more than 5,000 U.S. retail locations 

Nielsen currently is not at risk of losing clients, including this source‟s company. However, he is not loyal to Nielsen and 

would gladly switch to a service that is less expensive and offers higher-quality data. The value and overall service cost of 

Visa‟s and MasterCard‟s services could develop into a threat for Nielsen. More companies are beginning to offer similar 

yet more niche, and more valuable, services based on their aggregated data. 

 “The competition hasn‟t hurt Nielsen yet. Over time, however, budgets may change. Initially, the reaction of the 

data gurus is, „Give us more data.‟ It only sharpens our perspectives [and consumer marketing strategies].” 

 “We are currently a significant consumer of [Nielsen‟s] services. We have some of their folks on site and long 

term. I don‟t know of any specific plans as far as [projected] budget numbers. However, from a demand 

standpoint, our appropriation for the kind of data from Nielsen [Buy] or whether it comes from any of Nielsen‟s 

competitors is only going to increase over time.” 
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 “If Visa‟s or MasterCard‟s offerings are cheaper and more helpful, I am 

going to go in that direction. I won‟t need Nielsen [Buy] anymore.” 

 “As a consumer of this data and from a corporate point of view, both 

data streams would be interesting to me. If we were to get data from 

both … we would initially compare the data streams to see if they are 

redundant. If they were, we would obviously cut one out to reduce 

cost.” 

 “Nielsen gets data from on-purpose activity [via sampling] and they 

spend money to … set that up, whereas the credit card companies are 

gathering the data as part of their normal activity. It‟s ancillary. They 

effectively would be spending more money on data collection and 

packaging the data. So if [Nielsen Buy and Visa/MasterCard] become 

head-to-head competition … the credit card companies would definitely 

have the cost advantage.” 

 “Nielsen [Buy] is important, but in the general sense they are maybe 

further down the pecking order [in providing us value]. I‟d assume Wal-

Mart or a company like that would find better value.” 

 “Nielsen [Buy] gives us what consumers say they are going to do—all of the attitudinal [data]. If these credit card 

companies are able to produce data about actual customer behavior and transactions, then both [services] 

would be useful for us. It‟s the same reason why we or any retailer does a customer satisfaction survey and also 

looks at their transaction data: They are both data streams that go into the overall [targeted marketing].” 

 “I am not aware of any aggressive promotions from Nielsen or credit card companies.” 

 “Big data is just a part of the overall trend we are seeing. Blue Cross Blue Shield just started doing the same 

thing as Visa and MasterCard. They are taking all their data on doctor visits and packaging the data for 

companies. … All these other companies have had this consumer data, and they haven‟t had a way to aggregate 

and man it until now and … technology is allowing them to do it. I always welcome more data like this.” 

 “The more data, the better because I never know what I am going to be missing. I am going to acquire everything 

[within budget] and maybe shift my attention to a certain service [with the best data].” 

 

 Executive for a consumer electronics company 

The field of data analytics continues to grow, fostering innovative competition from startup boutique firms that offer 

targeted services, to the newer research networks that use customer data to answer “big questions.” The source 

described Nielsen as more sophisticated than its competitors, but also more expensive and less nimble. Catalina 

Marketing offers innovative techniques using coupon machines, while Kaggle Inc. is increasingly sought after to solve 

corporate questions with input from a specialized community of participants. The source knew of no new offerings from 

Visa or MasterCard but said they could challenge Nielsen if they plan to develop a product that predicts rather than 

describes buyer behavior. 

 “Some of the products Nielsen provides are considered more 

sophisticated, but they are more expensive. Are the new offerings from 

startups and specialists at the same level of assessment or detail as 

Nielsen products? Probably not. But the other question is, does every 

consumer product or retail company need that high level of 

sophistication to assess behavior and at a greater cost? Is it worth it 

when you can go with someone else, get adequate information for 

less?” 

 “There is innovation on both sides of the spectrum. There are the 

smaller boutiques with a different set of capabilities or addressing a 

specialized area. And then there are these research networks that 

address large problems that are solved by large communities.” 

 “Some of the newer, smaller data analytic companies are more nimble 

and don‟t have the legacy issues that the big players have. Today, more 

people are looking at the legacy process and wondering how it can be 

done differently so as not to exclude important information that can 

drive decisions.” 

If Visa‟s or MasterCard‟s 

offerings are cheaper and more 

helpful, I am going to go in that 

direction. I won‟t need Nielsen 

[Buy] anymore. … If [Nielsen 

Buy and Visa/MasterCard] 

become head-to-head 

competition … the credit card 

companies would definitely 

have the cost advantage 

Executive, U.S. Retail Company 
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decisions. 

Executive  

Consumer Electronics Company 

http://medcitynews.com/2012/04/health-insurer-blue-cross-blue-shield%E2%80%99s-data-analysis-spinoff-looking-to-grow/
http://www.kaggle.com/
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 “There is a difference between the passive [legacy] and the active, innovative approach. Are you using 

information to describe consumer behavior or drive consumer behavior? If you remain passive in a space, you 

will find yourself outmaneuvered at some point because there continues to be an influx of new players with new 

innovative approaches.” 

 “I believe more and more companies are turning not to the little analytics companies but to these „research 

networks‟ where companies can get answers to big questions, including questions about trends and consumer 

behavior. I am thinking of BUCS Analytics or the research firm Kaggle. They not only answer big questions, but 

the return on the investment is greater.” 

 “With Kaggle, you give them data or ask a question and say, „Solve this problem for me.‟ They do this through a 

contest, which they put out there on their network, of a select community and offer, say, $10,000. But they are 

private contests, and they get really smart people to weigh in. When they post, it‟s to a community that is 

invitation-only. … The results are higher value and cheaper.” 

 “I can‟t say who immediately competes with Nielsen. I have heard of Dunnhumby. Catalina has great analytics, 

and how they use coupons to leverage information is very innovative.” 

 “I‟m not aware of any new product offerings from Visa or MasterCard, but the field of analytics has become more 

accessible to a larger number of players in the last five to 10 years. In the last three years it‟s become almost 

trendy, with new people popping up every day with some new specialized analytic product.” 

 “The benefit of Visa and MasterCard is that they have mountains of data. If they are planning to merge the 

prescriptive approach with big data, if they marry the two and get insights on where the customer will be based 

on decisions they are making today and then 10 years down the road, that would be different.” 

 “In my world of data analytics, there are three types of analytics: descriptive, predictive and prescriptive. 

Descriptive analytics tells you what the customer is doing today and what they are buying. It‟s observational and 

instinctive. Predictive analytics tells you where the consumer will be, for example, three years from now. With 

prescriptive analytics you know the elements of a situation and can set constraints and conditions to determine 

what to do or the best way to remedy the situation under certain constraints. I am more into the advanced 

measures rather than the descriptive.” 

 “I don‟t believe we have ever used Nielsen forecast services. I don‟t think it‟s necessarily Nielsen‟s fault. I don‟t 

know whether they work with the supply chain to forecast or solve big problems, although I suspect they use 

them on the market and consumer behavior side. On the supply side, we use data analytics to make sure we 

have the right inventory and set of products in the store. We may use data to determine placement, new product 

development or to solve some big operational problem. For the most part, we use our own data to solve big 

problems. But we would use someone like a Kaggle if we needed to.” 

 

 

2) INDUSTRY SPECIALISTS 
Nielsen‟s stagnant share and lack of innovation could undermine its current industry domination and open a window to 

smaller competitors. Nielsen is perceived as weak in customized data analysis, real-time metrics and social media although it 

has a suite of online products. Despite recent public announcements, Visa and MasterCard have not introduced 

measurement products or clarified how their services would surpass or differ from Nielsen. Catalina Marketing, however, was 

repeatedly cited as a formidable competitor offering unique services. Nielsen‟s sheer scale and ubiquity in all corners of the 

metrics‟ landscape ensure its dominance. Despite the emergence of significant and impressive competitors, sources could 

not rule out Nielsen, noting that it has started to revamp its management team and build a new brain trust that could renew 

products and the brand—if upper management and top executives do not stand in the way, as they have in the past. 

 

 Executive for a consumer product/brand/retail media and education company 

Nielsen is under pressure from an increasingly crowded and competitive analytics field filled with more efficient and high-

tech data tools. Visa and MasterCard pose no threat at this time and have yet to clarify product offerings. Catalina 

Marketing is a potential threat in terms of its database, new CEO and expanding product developments. Nielsen, 

however, remains a staple among consumer product companies, thanks to its scale, historical baseline data and long-

running relationships. Nielsen researchers continue to push for innovations and new consulting services, but the 

company lacks strong, creative leadership at the top levels. To grow, Nielsen needs to update aging products and 

corporate aura. On the positive side, Wal-Mart has returned to the Nielsen fold after a decade of absence. 

http://bucsanalytics.com/
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 “Nielsen and IRI rely on a couple of cash cows including a syndicated POS [point-of-sale] product [IRI] and 

consumer panel data from Homescan [Nielsen]. Both of these products are under stress because the models 

and methodology are getting a bit aged and their relevance has dropped off a bit. Case in point, on the Buy side 

is Coke‟s dollar spend with Nielsen. Coke‟s spend 12 to 15 years ago [with Nielsen] was 60% to 70% of their 

budget, and now their dollar spend is more like 30%. Other manufacturers take a look at this and ask how much 

they are spending and whether it‟s worth the return.” 

 “There are many new nimble and aggressive operators out there now like Dunnhumby and Catalina, and they 

have stepped up their efforts to get new business. They are starting to nip at the heels of Nielsen and IRI.” 

 “To its advantage, Nielsen has scale. The question is whether they have the courage to take the next steps. I 

don‟t see them growing wildly upward. I see them as being flat to a little soft. With Nielsen, we are not seeing a 

lot of the kind of innovation that is necessary at this time. We are seeing inertia. If you are a slave to an aging 

business model and relying on cash cows and you don‟t have the leadership, you are not going to grow.” 

 “Nielsen will have a long, long fuse, but if you are flatlining for a long time, that‟s a problem.” 

 “Visa and MasterCard are still trying to figure it out. The issue with Visa 

and MasterCard is the type of transactional level data they have. It is 

not SKU-level data, and that‟s going to be a challenge on the Buy side. 

It doesn‟t mean they don‟t do a lot of interesting things or have a lot of 

potential. Say they come up with something that allows the 

transactional level to cut across the retail channels and levels. That 

would be a sellable product that could put the squeeze on the kind of 

revenue stream of big syndicated suppliers like Nielsen and IRI. But 

unless Visa and MasterCard can explain what they have to offer, they 

are not on the radar screen yet. There are a number of others that pose 

a bigger threat.” 

 “The most significant competitor is Catalina Marketing. They are the 

ones that have machines that read your purchases and then spit out a 

coupon at the end of the transaction. They have refined their model 

and have a storehouse of about 100 million shopper cards, and that 

makes them a formidable competitor because they can mine that data. 

… They are starting to deal with higher-level analysis and digital 

marketing.” 

 “Catalina is far more of a threat and formidable competitor than Visa or 

MasterCard. In the last six months they have jettisoned their CEO and 

got a new guy from Proctor & Gamble, Jamie Egasti. By all accounts 

he‟s a very smart guy, and it‟s already starting to show. He won‟t be 

opposed to letting them innovate and reinvent the business. Most of 

the major companies use them now, not as much for analytics but as a 

media company. I would put them ahead of Visa or MasterCard as a threat to Nielsen.” 

 “There are a number of other key competitors. Dunnhumby and ComScore and more recently moving in from 

Europe are Ipsos [S.A./EPA:IPS], which came together with Synovate, and [GfK AG‟s/ETR:GFK] GfK, which is 

migrating more aggressively into the U.S. GfK purchased Interscope and Knowledge Net, and they continue 

making acquisitions of smaller companies.” 

 “Nielsen also has made some mergers and acquisitions such as Neurofocus, which is a brain tracking service. 

Remember when Tropicana turned all of its packaging white, which made it look like a generic brand? The 

customer reaction was „This packaging sucks‟ and Tropicana took a swan dive. This could have been avoided 

with the measurements of a company like Neurofocus.” 

 “Both Nielsen and IRI, by the nature of what they have to offer, seem to make clients have this attitude: „Don‟t 

try to give me new stuff; just get me clean, hard data and get it to me on time.‟ That‟s hard to do because of the 

nature of the business. I have seen Nielsen researchers trying to help reinvent the company with new consulting 

offerings, but every time they have been rebuffed by the guys at the top.” 

 “The researchers don‟t have a big seat at the table upstairs, so they aren‟t always heard. As they try to elevate 

their services, the powers that be say, „You can‟t go make a presentation or consult with the CEO. You can‟t even 

get good, clean data to them on time. Basically, the drive to innovate and grow is being held back by the upper 

levels of the corporation. It is very tough to elevate your game and get the top to understand the circumstances 
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http://www.catalinamarketing.com/about/management/details.php?id=6
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as you aspire to do something new. Both Nielsen and IRI have tried to reinvent themselves at least 10 times 

over the last 20 years only to get pushed back at the top.” 

 “Nielsen may see some changes because one CEO left the company, and I have a lot of respect for the guy that 

came in. But we also may have a company that has hit a maturation curve. There may not be any leader that 

would allow them to break out of the current situation. And the investors don‟t help either because they want 

immediate and constant returns.” 

 “Nielsen‟s direct competitor is IRI, and they are always fighting and competing on price. … Another company like 

that is Spire [Corp./SPIR].” 

 “One thing that happened recently that does bode well for Nielsen [and IRI] is that after years of not being in the 

mix, Wal-Mart has agreed to return. It‟s been dark for about 10 years, but I think they decided to return because 

if you don‟t have the external data and your analysis relies only on internal information, your analysis is a self-

fulfilling prophecy. They left in 2001, and it was not a clear-cut decision. They relied on [Wal-Mart‟s] Retail Link 

data and looking inward alone can skew the picture so they came back.” 

 

 Digital media and marketing professor at an East Coast university 

Nielsen could lose out to multiple vendors, not just Visa and MasterCard, if it fails to adjust its services to better reflect 

real-time consumer data. The company could retain its competitive advantage if it were to venture into partnerships or 

acquisitions dealing with real-time consumer data, much in the way American Express and Visa are doing. Retailers and 

broadcast/TV companies are turning to nascent metrics firms that offer real-time data to supplement but not replace 

Nielsen‟s more traditional services. Thus, an emerging competitor could be Facebook Inc. (FB). 

 “Nielsen has brand recognition within the space. They are tried, trusted 

and true. [Their current market dominance] may be due to folks not 

knowing yet about some of these application services out there.” 

 “If you look at this whole space of social commerce and social 

research, if you will, it‟s just beginning to grow and there is plenty of 

room for a lot of different vendors [to gain share].” 

 “If companies can go to similar quality data [to Nielsen‟s Buy] for a 

fraction of the cost, that is going to be a bigger [market] driver than 

brand awareness or brand recognition. This is really about Nielsen, 

Visa, MasterCard and what‟s the price.” 

 “New market research platforms that are specifically focused on 

online, social and local space may cut into [Nielsen‟s Buy] revenue. 

Those three [categories] used to be at the tail end when you look at the 

long tail of needs for market researchers. But they are moving into the 

front level.” 

 “Fundamentally, [Nielsen Buy] has to be able to collect data in real 

time.” 

 “Facebook is the [real] competitor. You have 900 million active users, 

and many are agreeing to share their [consumer-related] information in 

real time. Nielsen still has to go out and set a sample group up and … 

find out all this information.” 

 “Social media is changing the game for everyone. … The trends around social are not going away. It‟s the way 

people collaborate, communicate and share information, and that is very valuable [to Nielsen‟s future].” 

 “Nielsen is trying to figure out ways to partner, make acquisitions to get their strategic tactical advantage, which 

is really about how to get their market research and convert it to this new digital age of interaction.” 

 “The large companies and studios are slowly transitioning from this gut approach of „I‟ll just look at Nielsen‟ … 

because other [services] are collecting data more innovatively.” 

 “Historically, Nielsen‟s ratings have been around TV commercial utilization. … They had time to collect that data. 

Now you can‟t do that anymore. Digital media is making consumer data available in real time … in different 

markets. It‟s a different consumer than before. Now even the TV studios are taking a look at digital and social 

[data].” 

 “[Nielsen] got together with MacKenzie [Consultants] … to take a look at [social] data analytics. I know they are 

trying to make acquisitions to get into this space like the credit card companies are doing. … The idea is to build 
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http://www.spirenow.com/Default.asp
http://www.retailright.ca/retaillink.htm
https://www.facebook.com/
http://mackenzieconsultants.com/


 

 

Nielsen Holdings N.V. 

321 Pacific Ave., San Francisco, CA 94111 | www.blueshiftideas.com 

10 

out a suite of products [showcasing data in real time] as opposed to their formulated reports of collecting data 

one or two months later.” 

 “Nielsen [can remain competitive] by partnering with a company that 

can provide [consumer transaction] data. … Wireless companies have 

direct customer connection, but … how do they get around regulatory 

issues?” 

 “Nielsen has industry knowledge from multiple different industries. 

They can apply a different understanding to what‟s happening in the 

digital industry and relay it to other industries. That would be to their 

advantage.” 

 “Nielsen has a phenomenal amount of data at hand, and it‟s solely 

proprietary because they have been measuring in a lot of different 

areas. They can [offer a new service] that looks at predictive analysis 

and also looks at the past to offer historical trend setting information 

because they can [put] it all together with their [preexisting] data and make it a unique offering.” 

 “Sampling [such as Nielsen‟s Buy] is important when you‟re doing investigative analysis. When a company is 

planning out new products or services or new constituents, they are going to have to do sampling because the 

data doesn‟t exist. … Companies can grab data from all these different sources and it‟s important and critical, 

but in some cases they‟re just going to have to have the market focus groups, whether it‟s online or in person. It 

depends on the market segment they‟re targeting. … If [Nielsen] can translate their tacit knowledge in setting 

these samplings up and measuring them in an online construct, then, yes, definitely [Nielsen Buy will remain 

competitive].” 

 “When you look at Visa or Amex they are trying to do something unique, like Amex partnering with Foursquare to 

get real-time purchase behavior through … check-ins and then offering them a $5 off coupon to that restaurant. 

This is something, frankly, that is very different from social couponing sites. … It all comes down to location 

analysis, preference-based information and a smartphone.” 

 “I don‟t know whether Nielsen is bailiwick [in terms of transaction data]. … [eBay Inc.‟s/EBAY] PayPal, Google 

[Inc./GOOG] Wallet, Visa and MasterCard are. Nielsen doesn‟t really deal with that area, but understanding it 

and its fundamentals so they can plan out their services can help give them a success factor.” 

 “Visa [and MasterCard are] really focused on transactions and Nielsen on product, planning and strategy. Visa 

[and MasterCard] could get into that too by making some rudimentary changes with and acquisitions of skill sets 

depending on how lucrative it is for them.” 

 

 Marketing department chair and marketing science professor at an East Coast school of business 

Nielsen‟s Buy segment may temporarily lose some share but will not succumb to Visa‟s and MasterCard‟s potential 

offerings. Nielsen still offers unique data about consumers‟ prepurchasing habits. The ROI has to prove worthwhile to 

significantly elbow out Nielsen as an industry heavyweight. Nielsen‟s more imposing competition is from digital data 

exchanges, such as BlueKai Inc., that offer a one-stop data aggregate solution. 

 “For market researchers, [Nielsen‟s Buy segment] will retain its competitive edge. They are still helping firms to 

understand the overall purchasing process customers go through, the purchase funnel. It is very important to 

understand how this budget confirmation process takes place, so the Visa and MasterCard data has 

correlation.” 

 “Visa‟s and MasterCard‟s entry is going to shake up that particular 

place. There will be some [company research and marketing budget] 

readjustments based on that, but there is not a head-on competition 

between Nielsen and the credit card companies. This is a very fluid 

market because the value proposition [of consumer data type] is 

different for every company.” 

 “Nielsen also offers different channels, such as television viewing 

habits, that are important to that process.” 

 “The value proposition that ComScore and Nielsen can provide is 

slightly different than the value proposition that Visa and MasterCard 

would offer. Marketers still will want information from Nielsen and 
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ComScore, but perhaps complement it with the data services from Visa or MasterCard to fit their needs.” 

 “Certainly some of the dollars [clients] are spending on Nielsen‟s Buy will probably get diverted to Visa or 

MasterCard, so from that viewpoint Nielsen may have to worry [about competitive pressure]. However, Nielsen 

and ComScore give marketers snapshots of how people make decision before buying.” 

 “Because of financial privacy rules, credit card companies may not be able to offer consumer-level information 

so basically they are able to give aggregate customer information. … If this causes some backlash against these 

products, that can be a big problem for [Visa and MasterCard].” 

 “The info that Visa and MasterCard will be providing is voluminous information on cross-category behavior, 

which is very, very useful for marketers. They will know, for example, how much someone spends on groceries 

but also on electronics. … The credit card people can give the actual transaction level data, but they won‟t be 

able to tell you whether a customer went to four different stores before they made that purchase whereas a 

ComScore or Nielsen can give that kind of prepurchase information.” 

 “Companies are seeing some of the [credit card companies‟ service] tests that have been positive, so there is 

going to be a lot of [initial] demand for those services as they roll out.” 

 “The competition [for merchants] really starts when people start looking at purchasing something, not just when 

they complete a transaction.” 

 

 Executive VP of televisual applications for an international media service group; repeat source 

Nielsen has an advantage over potential competitors like Visa, MasterCard and smaller newcomers because of its 

ubiquitous ties on both the Buy side and Watch side. If Visa and MasterCard 

developed a unique product unmatched by Nielsen or other key players, most 

customers would welcome it, but the current weak economy, unsettled markets 

and thinner corporate margins and budgets suggest metrics users would be 

hesitant to switch teams. Premium pricing is a detriment to Nielsen, but few 

companies can function without Nielsen‟s services. Nielsen‟s Net Ratings and 

ComScore dominate the online space. 

 “They are involved in absolutely everything, but there are two issues: 

One, they have monopoly pricing and, two, you can‟t do away with them. 

I think anyone that has a relationship with Nielsen but is looking at 

another company service would first tweak Nielsen to see if they could 

make a better offer. Nielsen has the advantage.” 

 “Anyone and everyone who has anything to do with media has some 

connection to Nielsen. This also means they have some tie to 

everyone‟s baseline trends or they are already in the Nielsen database. 

This gives them a great advantage. Others may well have a good 

product, but can they integrate those findings to add value?” 

 “It seems like every day another data analytic company pops up. But it‟s all about the numbers and not about 

the interpretation of the numbers. That‟s a major problem; the data means nothing by itself.” 

 “If Visa and MasterCard have enough data on specialty items, it could be useful, especially if it‟s something we 

don‟t have access to and Nielsen doesn‟t have.” 

 “Nielsen has been very aggressive out there, trying to get new business. 

I don‟t know about their pricing on the Buy side, but I imagine it‟s 

expensive because I know the Watch side is very expensive.” 

 “If Visa and MasterCard do well, everyone will be happy and if they offer 

a terrific service that Nielsen doesn‟t, terrific. If they are offering the 

same or similar product as offered by Nielsen, the agencies and 

consumer product companies would have little incentive to switch.” 

 “Advertising agencies are doing worse now than they were a decade 

ago. Imagine a time when the agency or the client could buy 10 

services, but now they only have the budget to buy one or two services. 

… They have the same constraints as the Watch side, and everyone 

continues to hammer away at the agencies to pay less.” 

If Visa and MasterCard do well, 

everyone will be happy and if 

they offer a terrific service that 

Nielsen doesn‟t, terrific. If they 

are offering the same or similar 

product as offered by Nielsen, 

the agencies and consumer 

product companies would have 

little incentive to switch. 

Executive VP of Televisual Applications 

Intl. Media Service Group 

The top agency executives and 

researchers are moving to 

Nielsen. … They are going out 

and getting better brainpower 

from other ad agencies and 

metrics companies. Now, if 

they can listen to their people 

rather than make them drones, 

that would say something. 

Executive VP of Televisual Applications 

Intl. Media Service Group 

http://nielsen.com/us/en/measurement/online-measurement.html


 

 

Nielsen Holdings N.V. 

321 Pacific Ave., San Francisco, CA 94111 | www.blueshiftideas.com 

12 

 “In this economy … most companies figure they are better off trying to maintain the status quo. There are fewer 

monetary incentives in the form of bonuses for employees to try something new.” 

 “Cross-platform is very important at this point. Everyone wants to know how to advertise on all the devices. 

There were two leaders for online and buzz measurement products: Net Ratings and ComScore. Nielsen bought 

Net Ratings, so that‟s how they got into the segment. I have worked with both, and everyone does to some 

extent. For online, the dominant players are Nielsen and ComScore, and both are considered equal. ComScore 

came out of nowhere, so Nielsen had to do something to catch up. That seems to be their approach.” 

 “The top agency executives and researchers are moving to Nielsen. … They are going out and getting better 

brainpower from other ad agencies and metrics companies. Now, if they can listen to their people rather than 

make them drones, that would say something.” 

 

 Former American Express marketing executive 

Nielsen‟s Buy segment likely will fall under the competitive pressure posed by the credit card companies that offer 

merchants ideas on how to use the consumer-driven data. MasterCard and American Express currently are closest to 

Nielsen because they offer extremely thorough consumer transaction data and have a strong industry reputation for 

offering data-driven solutions with customized reports and action recommendations. Nielsen is not known as a leader 

with regard to this service. Furthermore, MasterCard‟s executive board is prioritizing this new service as its “third leg of 

revenue” and has backed it financially. 

 “Nielsen is not a top player in this. I don‟t see it nor do I hear it [from contacts at American Express and 

MasterCard]. Nobody in this industry refers to them as experts in [consumer data analysis].” 

 “Amex and MasterCard currently put the greatest pressure on [Nielsen‟s Buy].” 

 “MasterCard‟s better than Amex [and Nielsen] in that it drives customer insight and the decisions. MasterCard 

isn‟t coming in saying, „Here is a bunch of big data.‟ They are saying to merchants: „Here is the consumer data 

along with a customized special report, and here are recommended actions to target your customers.‟ The next 

stage [is to offer actionable items because that is what people are willing to pay for. Who cares about just data?” 

 “Nielsen is not known for [providing consumer data-driven] special report offerings.” 

 “Amex has a closed-loop network. It offers every aspect of the customers‟ spending habits … called the „spend 

loop.‟ What that allows is for [merchants] to understand everything about the customer. … Amex is able to build 

data sets and able to inform merchants how to advertise, where to advertise, what customers to target, etc.” 

 “One of the key [competitive pressures] is that MasterCard has put millions of dollars on the executive board to 

sell this data to their merchants. This is one of the three legs of revenue for MasterCard so there is huge push. 

… This is [a service] they are really going after [likely to Nielsen‟s detriment].” 

 “Visa is making a play at this. I don‟t know enough about Visa to say [whether it can overtake Nielsen‟s Buy].” 

 “What‟s eventually going to happen is the people who buy [Nielsen] data will go to MasterCard and Amex.” 

 “If MasterCard and Amex joined forces to offer data services, they would basically dominate the market and 

push out Nielsen.” 

 “Nielsen could join forces with MasterCard or Amex, and that is what would make them more powerful.” 

 “Data is only a piece of this. Brand relationship is really what‟s driving this market.” 

 

 

3) ADVERTISING EXECUTIVES 
Nielsen remains unchallenged in gathering consumer product SKU data on the Buy side. These two veteran advertising 

executives said Visa and MasterCard pose no immediate threat to Nielsen; they were unaware of any new Visa or MasterCard 

products and suggested the recent publicity and announcements served more as a placeholder as the companies attempt to 

grow in the data analytics field. Nielsen‟s size, scale and widespread product offerings ensure its dominance in 

audience/broadcast measure while it competes in digital with ComScore. Catalina Marketing and Dunnhumby have garnered 

attention but remain too small to threaten Nielsen. 

 

 Media manager for a global interactive advertising agency; repeat source 

Visa, MasterCard and smaller niche players new to Buy-side data analytics pose no threat to Nielsen at this time. Nielsen 

remains king in audience measure and in most facets of media in the Buy segment. ComScore continues to gain ground 

within the digital area of the Watch segment. Almost all multidisciplinary ad agencies use Nielsen while pure-play digital 

shops favor ComScore. Nielsen‟s disadvantages are premium pricing and lack of innovation. Its Online Campaign Ratings 
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product is impressive; Nielsen has lofty goals for adoption of the new product, but the source predicted slow growth. 

Nielsen has taken a position in the social media/Internet buzz segment through BuzzMetrics. 

 “Nielsen has its fingers in all media channels. Beyond Nielsen, there is not much in the way of firms that provide 

audience measure. But they are not as innovative and they don‟t move as quickly as smaller more focused 

competitors. In some areas, due to lack of innovation, they are falling behind. But Nielsen is enormous and into 

everything. Everyone else just has a small piece of the pie.” 

 “In digital, the big battle is between Nielsen and ComScore. But in all of the disciplines there is no true 

competition at all for Nielsen. Rentrak is not a threat. They only measure set-top box usage. … There are lots of 

competitors on the Buy side. But only two companies are certified in audience measure: Nielsen and ComScore. 

If you can only afford one or you are on a lean budget, your choice is ComScore.” 

 “Our agency is strictly digital. We don‟t do anything else, so we subscribe to ComScore and only ComScore. Our 

decision to choose one over the other in the final analysis was a business decision. We had to go with what we 

could afford. Nielsen is an ultra premium-priced product on the market. ComScore offers comparable services 

and at a more affordable price.” 

 “Nielsen has online digital metrics. It is a massive suite of tools and 

widely distributed. There is no one product, but rather it‟s a suite of 

tools in gaming and mobile and digital and it‟s all sold under the 

Nielsen name.” 

 “ComScore has been pushing hard in terms of agencies that are 

[digital only]. I would say ComScore is winning in the digital space to 

some degree, but Nielsen is the gold standard for traditional media 

companies. If you are a multidisciplinary advertising agency, you would 

use the same [Nielsen] interface for many different disciplines. 

ComScore is a pure-play shop, strictly digital.” 

 “A good case can be made that ComScore has shown more innovation 

in digital, but they do not have all the legacy ties with the 

multidisciplinary agencies. There is a massive price difference. But you 

would be hard-pressed to find a multidisciplinary advertising shop that 

uses ComScore.” 

 “I have seen Nielsen‟s Online Campaign Ratings product and it is great. 

It‟s a highly utilitarian product. There are some methodology issues to 

work out and some flaws, or perception of flaws, to address. I believe 

adoption of it will be slow on the uptake although some level of 

adoption has already occurred, obviously by those who already use 

Nielsen. They are trying to develop the Holy Grail of campaign measure 

on digital audience, one that is comparable to the broadcast composition. They have to build a product that 

reflects 1960s thinking but that is comparable. It‟s a high utilitarian product they are building, and they hope it 

can become the industry standard.” 

 “The big thing right now is trying to measure Internet buzz and social media. There are lots of startups and new 

companies. But Nielsen has some good products in this area. It‟s called the BuzzMetrics Index. … It‟s a pretty 

thoughtful product, and a lot of people like it.” 

 “Lots of companies use data as a type of currency, and what Visa and MasterCard are doing is nothing new. 

They are monetizing their data. There is nothing earth-shaking about their last announcement. It‟s the same 

data they have had and sold all along, just a different way of packaging it and making it available for different 

uses. The only thing that is new is how they say they will slice it up and package it. It‟s just not a big deal.” 

 “Visa and MasterCard are no threat at all to Nielsen. It‟s a totally different area they are playing in. I am limited 

to digital, but I can tell you it is a common practice to buy or lease or partner with Visa or MasterCard or REI or 

Target to expand a data set. They may be developing tools, but advertising agencies are not usually inclined to 

move away from something after investing hundreds of thousands of dollars and after training your staff.” 

 “It could be a big deal if [Visa/MasterCard] have new data or unique data but every retailer in the country has 

data. A significant portion of profit at retail comes from selling data to anyone who comes through the door.” 

 

 VP and digital buying director for a global integrated advertising agency; repeat source 
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Visa and MasterCard do not pose a threat to Nielsen because their products measure consumers‟ use of retail store and 

shopping habits while Nielsen measures product purchase and brand use. The source also doubted newer competitors 

like Dunnhumby would threaten Nielsen because they service different metric needs. The agency frequently uses and 

recommends Media Marketing Analytics, or MMA, to advertising clients who need information on product mix. Nielsen, 

ComScore and WPP PLC‟s (LON:WPP) Dynamic Logic also are popular for tracking brand use and brand lift. He was not 

aware of any new Visa/MasterCard products. 

 “Nielsen has been doing this stuff for a long time with both product purchase and online. I can only assume their 

market share has been steady over time. I don‟t get the sense people are spending less with them.” 

 “I don‟t know if Visa or MasterCard pose much of a threat to Nielsen. They measure different things. Also, 

Nielsen is tied to so many other services. They can offer ROI or brand analysis. Visa and MasterCard cannot do 

that because they have no additional insight on the product sale.” 

 “Nielsen‟s biggest advantage is its broad database and metric capability that leverages not just data but 

analysis and incite. Its biggest disadvantage is it is expensive and, at least for the Homescan product, does not 

capture all of the data.” 

 “Nielsen‟s Homescan can give you purchasing baseline data and insight into the purchases although all of the 

data is consumer-based rather than actuality-based. For example, if you buy items at the point of purchase, 

when you go home you have to scan the items into the device and then Nielsen monitors it with an online or TV 

connection. It is more of a volume provider of data. Our issue is that it can miss information like a candy bar or a 

beverage consumed before getting home.” 

 “The problem with Visa and MasterCard is that they would not provide 

you with product-specific data. It would tell you how often the 

consumer goes to a regular grocery store but not what you buy. Nielsen 

is more product-specific and Visa and MasterCard are more retail-

specific. … One gives you insight into product/brand choice while the 

other gives you insight on retail buying habits.” 

 “I‟m not 100% sure what is different about Visa and MasterCard new 

offering compared with their previous offerings. We used to work with 

American Express, looking at whether their customers paid their bills 

with the card for our client Sprint. Assuming Visa and MasterCard 

would have the same thing there were questions about the privacy 

issue, both for Amex and for the advertiser as well. We only used it 

between 2007 and 2008, and not very often. I think it did well for us in 

terms of identifying leads, but the scale was fairly limited. There are a 

smaller number of people who use Amex, and that narrowed further because not all of the Amex customers 

used Sprint, and even fewer who used Amex to pay their Sprint bill.” 

 “We have found that advertisers who use credit card data tend to be companies that sell high-end, luxury 

products. Companies in the cell phone or electronics purchase area do not necessarily see the buyer using a 

credit card to pay their bill.” 

 “Dunnhumby does contract now with a lot of the big consumer goods companies. Unlike Nielsen, they don‟t 

have the ability to do ROI analysis or assess sales results as well as Nielsen Homescan. But if you want buying 

information data on point of purchase rather than at home, you would use Dunnhumby. I really do not think 

Dunnhumby is a threat to Nielsen because Dunnhumby is leveraging an area that Nielsen has never competed 

in or had a stake in.” 

 “We definitely recommend certain metrics to our clients. A lot of advertisers, especially those who work with 

packaged goods companies, use MMA to do marketing mix modeling and to get direct ROI analysis or direct 

channel-to-sales analysis. Usually, the advertiser contracts the service, but we make recommendations and offer 

input. For brand lift studies, we mostly recommend Nielsen and ComScore to expose a core group and lift brand 

awareness and purchase behavior. There are quite a few companies in this area. Dynamic Logic is one of the 

biggest.” 
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4) NETWORK TV AND ONLINE AD BUYERS 
As advertising transitions from analog to digital, demand has intensified for digital data measurement, according to these 

seven sources. Nielsen has been the only game in town for decades, but agencies are testing and seeking better metrics to 

plan and buy media. Nielsen‟s online video and TV comparison is in its initial stages. Buyers are not convinced that comparing 

broadcast to online is the best approach, and they may seek a blended metric instead. 

 

 Media director for a top 5 online media agency 

Nielsen‟s unified measurement to compare online to TV is a good idea for 

certain marketers but risks comparing apples to oranges. The online component 

gets weighed down by the need to have similar commercial load. 

 “There are marketers who need high reach and frequency on the 

efficiency side who need to have a currency that is equal to broadcast 

so Nielsen‟s measurement matters.” 

 “It‟s more important for networks not to fall into the trap of bundling 

digital with broadcast because it devalues digital.” 

 “CPG marketers are the main ones who would benefit from Nielsen‟s 

measurement of online video equating to television.” 

 “The commercial load on online video is tricky; it is not identical to what 

is on television, nor should it be.” 

 “There is a risk run in trying to measure online the same as television. 

You want the TV dollars, but the two provide a different experience and 

shouldn‟t be equal in their measurement.” 

 

 Director of ad sales research for a media supplier 

Nielsen‟s comparison of online video and TV is flawed because the two media are unequal. The source said having the 

same commercial load online as on TV would alienate viewers. 

 “Nielsen‟s measuring online to compare to television hasn‟t progressed that far yet because there are a number 

of networks participating with Nielsen, but not all of them are.” 

 “The commercial load has to be identical on television and online for it to be measured together. The only ones 

that have their full commercial load are maybe Conrad O‟Brien on Turner and Breaking Bad on AMC.” 

 “The latest research from Nielsen shows that people are still watching television; there may be viewing on 

tablets of additional video and maybe live sports, but television viewing is up.” 

 “I don‟t see any strong competitors to what Nielsen is doing with online video and television. ComScore is 100% 

online.” 

 

 Network TV negotiator for a top 15 media agency 

Nielsen‟s measurement of online video is not a deciding factor when buying TV and/or digital ad space. Premium 

inventory is key and currently too weak to attract significant money. 

 “I‟m not sure how Nielsen‟s online measurement is evolving; advertisers who want premium inventory, whether 

it is on television or online, will pay a premium to get it.” 

 “Our online video buying is still a very small part of our strategy; that‟s not to say it won‟t grow.” 

 “If you want to buy cross-platform, the ability to measure is helpful but not critical.” 

 

 Network TV negotiator for a top 5 media agency 

Nielsen‟s measurement of online video and its ability to compare it to TV 

measurement are steps in the right direction, but the current system is flawed. 

Inventory for online currently is lacking and stymied by measurement, 

programming and other factors. 

 “Nielsen has been working on cross-platform measurement for a while 

now, but what is available still has a long way to go to be useful.” 

 “Online video is only a small piece of our television buying.” 

 “It‟s moving in the right direction, but right now you can‟t compare 

what isn‟t equal and the commercial load on online is not equal to 
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what is on television. Not only does it have to be equal, but the ads have to run in the same position in the pod.” 

 

 Network TV negotiator for a top 10 media agency 

Nielsen‟s measurement of online video is not uniform. Spending within the segment is small and not yet a priority. 

 “Nielsen‟s measurement is not uniform yet. All the forces are moving in that direction, but they are not there 

now.” 

 “There is not a lot of online video to buy.” 

 “The money we spend on online video is a very small percentage. Growth in this area will come, but right now it 

is a very minute part of what we are doing.” 

 

 Director of digital media for a top 5 media agency 

Nielsen has a better product for broadcast while ComScore shines in online. Many agencies are using a myriad of 

platforms for measurement, including their own internal comparisons. Trials are ongoing to determine the most effective 

measurement for both broadcast and online. 

 “Nielsen is just getting there. There is no service available right now that has it right yet, but this is where the 

audience has moved and where we are moving.” 

 “We are testing both Nielsen and ComScore. I don‟t feel as if it would be lacking to try to get to a like metric by 

using Nielsen for broadcast and ComScore for online.” 

 “The tenor and spirit of these tests are to get clients comfortable with how the marketplace is going to grow, so 

we have to get them there. It is not Nielsen versus ComScore; they use totally different methodology, and we 

subscribe to both.” 

 “There will be more testing in this upfront than in the past, but it‟s not 100% for either service yet.” 

 “The idea of validating impressions and GRPs across broadcast and online is improving every year, but it is very 

much in trial right now and this will be ongoing for a while.” 

 

 Director of video strategy for a top 5 media agency 

Nielsen clearly has the advantage as the incumbent, but that does not mean its 

services are accurately following user consumption. In the end Nielsen could 

win out by default, but it has considerable competition. 

 “Nielsen has a monopoly and they might eventually win out, but we are 

looking at set-box data and using [WPP‟s] Kantar Media and Rentrak, 

which is doing some great stuff. And we can look at different demos 

that Nielsen does not provide like households with income over 

$250,000.” 

 “We are a ComScore shop and feel that the GRP is not the right metric 

to use because it is from an era of three broadcast networks and is not 

relevant now.” 

 “Nielsen is using Facebook registration to do cross-platform, but there 

are already studies showing that a kid could log into Facebook in a 

household and leave it open and his mother comes in and does some 

online banking so that it is not an accurate read on the demo.” 

 “Nielsen‟s methods are obviously in need of evolution because 20,000 

households driving a multibillion-dollar industry makes no sense.” 

 “We will need a common currency that may be Nielsen, but we will use 

other services to get to the granularity we want and need.” 

 

 

Secondary Sources 

These five secondary sources covered Catalina‟s move into digital buying with online banners and ads, Rentrak‟s partnership 

with MasterCard, credit card companies using consumer purchase data for targeted marketing, American Express‟ 

partnership with Foursquare for location-based digital vouchers, and Nielsen‟s belief that its Online Campaign Ratings 

product will be the industry standard. 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gross_rating_point
http://www.kantarmedia.com/
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 May 21 AdAge article 

Catalina is moving into digital buying with online banners and ads, targeting consumers in real time based on their buying 

behavior. 

 “Only 1.5% of shoppers account for 80% of a typical new packaged-

goods product‟s sales, according to a study by Catalina Marketing. And 

they tend to already be heavy buyers of the category and brand from 

which the new product comes.” 

 “Catalina now believes it has a way to target these individuals with 

online banner and video ads in a system that could steer big portions 

of packaged-goods budgets into highly targeted digital advertising.” 

 “The upshot is that Catalina, best known for its retailer loyalty-card 

programs and Checkout Coupon machines that spit out offers at the 

cash register, is now getting into digital-media buying. It will be selling 

inventory from internet publishers, albeit potentially integrated with 

data from Catalina‟s own shopper-marketing programs.” 

 “Catalina has a partnership with Nielsen, and it is fueling the targeting 

system, called BuyerVision, by pairing individual purchase data from 

Catalina loyalty programs with Nielsen‟s online and TV-audience 

measurement panels.” 

 “The capability could allow marketers to spread the same amount of 

money to promote new products over a much smaller audience. As few 

as 1 million people make up the pivotal consumer base for most new products, said Todd Morris, exec VP-brand 

development. Even a relatively modest $10 million budget could let a marketer direct $10 at each potential 

consumer—far more than typical campaigns spread over larger audiences can.” 

 “Catalina is using a demand-side platform, a sophisticated automated online-media-trading tool similar to the 

trading desks agencies and some marketers such as Procter & Gamble Co. have been using, to target 

consumers in real time based on their actual or predicted buying behavior. Catalina will sell the data, analytics, 

media and post-campaign analysis as part of a package under the venture.” 

 “One Catalina study across 600 campaigns found that applying the Nielsen Catalina Solutions analytics to guide 

selection of websites for ads could increase product sales 22% compared with traditional demographic 

targeting. By going a step further to target individuals online based on their offline purchases, Catalina has 

generated even better results, said Todd Morris, exec VP-brand development.” 

 “Nielsen Catalina Solutions already has worked with CBS and General Mills to apply shopper segmentation to TV 

planning and buying. But Chris Henger, exec VP of Catalina Media Solutions, said that while TV eventually may 

be part of Catalina‟s offering, the company is starting with digital ads 

because the targeting capability is more precise.” 

 “Online, however, Catalina says it can do that among the 60 million 

households it covers. And it says it can target not only heavy category 

buyers, but heavy category buyers loyal to a specific brand.” 

 “Marketers and agencies contacted by Advertising Age seem 

impressed. „The appeal of Catalina has always been that you can target 

the media with almost surgical precision,‟ said Clorox Co. spokesman 

David Kargas. „There‟s no fluff, no guess on demographics or 

psychographics. It‟s what people are actually doing in store. ...So now 

when they‟re looking at being able to take purchase habits from real 

people and link them to the digital space, that‟s definitely very 

intriguing and something we‟re interested in exploring.‟” 

 “„It sounds like Catalina has also identified a good opportunity in 

digital,‟ said Jeff Lanctot, global digital head at Razorfish. „If Catalina 

can leverage shopper data to help us serve more relevant messages, I 

welcome them with open arms.‟” 

 “Its study found that existing heavy category buyers are 3.8 times more 

likely than an average buyer to try new products, and existing heavy 
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brand buyers are 5.8 times more likely to try such a product from a brand. Top category and brand buyers also 

repeated purchase 19% and 28% more often respectively than average buyers, according to Catalina research.” 

 “Catalina‟s finding that existing brand and category buyers account for most new-product sales might seem to 

confirm skepticism of retail buyers who‟ve long suspected the endless stream of new products is a zero-sum 

game. But Catalina found that 18% of sales for a typical line extension came from shoppers new to the 

category.” 

 “Interestingly, Catalina‟s move doesn‟t really jibe with what some, including partner Nielsen, have been doing 

elsewhere in trying to create an online audience-demographic-measurement system media with the same 

reliability and third-party validation that exists for TV. The idea is to put TV and online media on an equal playing 

field for planning and buying.” 

 “But Catalina sees the need for offline media becoming more like online, with behavior-based buying as the real 

wave of the future.” 

 

 May 24 MediaPost.com article 

Rentrak partnered with MasterCard to merge TV audience and consumer transactional data in order to deliver more 

detailed insight into consumer behavior and to allow for further targeted marketing to the appropriate audience. 

 “Nielsen rival Rentrak this morning announced a deal with credit card giant MasterCard that it says will integrate 

Rentrak‟s TV audience data with MasterCard‟s „consumer trends and insights‟ derived from billions of payment 

transactions. Rentrak said the deal is intended to provide advertisers and agencies with „deeper insights into 

media consumption and aggregated consumer buyer behavior to help them reach their intended audiences 

more effectively.‟” 

 “The deal is reminiscent of one that Rentrak chief Bill Livek orchestrated years ago when he was overseeing 

Simmons Market Research Bureau (now part of Experian). That data integration ultimately led to the creation of 

Mastercard‟s Transactional Data Solutions database, which is so powerful it was essentially taken in-house by 

the credit services marketer.” 

 “The deal is also significant because it comes at a time when numerous Rentrak competitors—including Nielsen, 

TRA Analytics, and others—are striking agreements to integrate their media audience exposure data with 

consumer transactional databases.” 

 “„This collaboration will allow local and national advertisers and agencies, networks and stations to plan, buy 

and sell TV programs on the basis of consumer product consumption trends ranging across a wide variety of 

categories including retail, telecommunications, grocery, entertainment, travel and family and quick service 

restaurants to name a few,‟ Rentrak said in this morning‟s announcement, adding: „Under the agreement, 

MasterCard Advisors, a unit of MasterCard Worldwide, will provide Rentrak anonymous, aggregated insights on 

consumer spending behavior and trends within each category.‟” 

 

 Lafferty.com article 

Visa and MasterCard are pushing forward with a proposal to use data centered on consumers‟ purchasing behavior in 

order to target customers with more specific marketing messages and offers. 

 “Visa and MasterCard are accelerating plans to use their wealth of consumer data for targeted marketing and 

advertising, sparking privacy concerns from the US Senate. The strategy may also put them in conflict with their 

biggest clients—major card issuers.” 

 “The two payment networks, processing close to 70 billion payment transactions a year between them, plan to 

harvest individual consumer behaviour to construct a signature and direct advertisement campaign on an 

individual‟s web browser that relates to previous purchases used on their card.” 

 “According to an article in The Wall Street Journal, a document presented by MasterCard to some of the world‟s 

leading ad executives proposed to link internet users to information about actual purchase behaviours for ad 

targeting.” 

 “Speaking in an interview during the summer, group head of media solutions at MasterCard Advisors Susan 

Grossman explained that, „there is a lot of data out there, but there is not a lot of data based on actual purchase 

transactions … we are taking it a level deeper … it is a much more precise targeting mechanism.‟” 

 “MasterCard‟s initial plan was to use its „extensive experience‟ to link „anonymised purchased attributes to 

consumer names and addresses‟ with the help of third party companies but MasterCard has subsequently 

dropped its plan due to restrictions over how financial services companies can use customer data.” 

http://www.mediapost.com/publications/article/175383/rentrak-mastercard-to-merge-tv-audience-consumer.html
http://www.lafferty.com/Cards-Insights/Features/Data_wars_Visa_MasterCard_up_the_stakes_4275
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 “MasterCard, which is looking to increase audience targeted revenue from $4.3 billion in 2011 to $11.1 billion 

by 2015, is now planning to analyse and create thousands of „homogeneous segments‟ from billions of 

anonymous transactions. While no name or contact information is collected from the aggregate transaction 

data, spending propensities that are built into the homogeneous segments will in turn be broken into hundreds 

of targeted „audiences.‟” 

 

 May 30 Financial Times article 

American Express is partnering with Foursquare to help create digital-voucher revenue for marketers and retailers 

through data provided by use of social and location-based apps. 

 “American Express is expanding a partnership with Foursquare to connect the mobile-focused social network to 

its credit-card customers‟ high street purchases, in the latest attempt to prove smartphone apps can generate 

real-world revenues for marketers, retailers and developers. 

 The digital voucher scheme, which has been operating in the US for just over a year, is launching this week in 

the UK, with other countries to follow. It allows Amex‟s customers to receive cashback when they spend money 

at retailers including Tesco, Primark and Pizza Express, by „checking in‟ to the store‟s location on Foursquare, a 

smartphone app with 20m users globally.” 

 “The partnership is the latest experiment to tap the vast yet largely unproven market at the crossroads between 

mobile devices, location-based services and social networks. It comes a time when Facebook and Google are 

under growing pressure to generate more revenues from their users‟ mobile activity.” 

 “Amex also works with Twitter and Facebook to dole out coupons but Mr. Gilligan says Foursquare‟s mobile app 

has an immediate ability to drive people into stores.” 

 “This potentially provides a more obvious appeal to marketers, although Foursquare is yet to turn partnerships 

with companies such as Amex, Starbucks and CBS into substantial revenues. Foursquare‟s chief operating 

officer, Evan Cohen, said that the „hundreds of thousands‟ of Americans who have synced their cards with the 

app spend on average 15 per cent more than other Amex customers.” 

 “By some estimates, mobile now makes up around 10 per cent of total internet traffic, but US mobile adspend, 

at $1.6bn, is a smaller portion of total US online adspend of $30m, with ad pricing also much lower on 

smartphones than PCs.” 

 

 May 18 MediaPost.com article 

Nielsen believes its Online Campaign Ratings is set to become the industry standard as adoption of the product is 

exceeding expectations. 

 “A top Nielsen executive said the company‟s fledgling Online Campaign Ratings (OCR) product is heading toward 

an industry standard in tracking Internet consumption with metrics similar to TV.” 

 “„What we‟re seeing is a real step toward the creation of a currency, and the evidence around that is the fact 

that both buyers and sellers of advertising inventory are using the product to guarantee the delivery of an 

audience,‟ said Steve Hasker, the president of Nielsen‟s watch business.” 

 “AOL said last month it would offer guarantees for online video advertising delivery, based on demographics 

such as age and gender. Nielsen said 18 of the top-25 advertisers have been working with OCR, and a 

significant number have signed up for long-term commitments.” 

 “Hasker, who was speaking at an investor event, indicated that GroupM plans to make joint TV-digital buys in 

the upfront and if there is under-delivery on the TV side, the agency group will accept makegoods on digital 

platforms based on OCR.” 

 “„The extent to which you move out of analytics territory into currency territory really is the test … are people 

guaranteeing against it?‟ Hasker said.” 

 “Both Hasker and Nielsen CFO Brian West said adoption of OCR is outpacing expectations.” 

 “OCR uses Facebook data as a tentpole, and Hasker said Facebook‟s interest comes from a desire to have its 

display advertising considered alongside TV as an advertising option.” 

 

 

 

Additional research by Carolyn Marshall, Marissa Yaremich and Rachel Dangermond 
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