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INTRODUCTION 

For several years, television broadcasting in India was a matter of 
one channel with literally a handful of programs that advertisers 
could effectively buy time on. Severely limited choice meant that 
little care was given to the nature of the programs supported. As 
long as they guaranteed viewership, advertisers were not concerned 
with any social or other impact that these programs would have. 

With satellite broadcasting having resulted in that much desired 
commodity - choice - advertisers are beginning to pay more 
attention to program selection. Not, I dare say, with any great 
social responsibilities in mind. Viewership, and that too at the 
lowest possible cost, is still the ultimate requirement. However, 
viewership is getting to be a rather elusive thing. Remember, the 
viewers, for whom we all exist, have a choice too, and they are 
making the most of it. And their selection today quite clearly 
reflects their rejection of what many of us in broadcasting and 
advertising took for granted by way of programming not so very long 
ago. 

Satellite broadcasting and its resultant multi-channel programming 
environment has therefore resurrected some rather critical issues 
vis-a-vis the relationship between programming and advertising 
content, some of which I would like to touch on in this paper. They 
are: 

1. Do, and more important, should advertisers support programs only 
on the basis of their ability to generate sufficient viewership 
at reasonable cost? 

2. Does advertiser driven programming actually work against both 
viewer and advertiser in the long run? Should the editorial 
content of a medium be heavily influenced by commercial 
interests in the first place? 

3. In a highly competitive environment, can a broadcaster survive 
without advertiser support? What therefore is the role of the 
broadcaster in providing programs that pull in both viewers and 
advertisers without compromising the interests of either? 
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THE PROGRAMMING - ADVERTISING RELATIONSHIP 

To begin with, I must first clarify what exactly I mean by the term 
"advertising". This word could be used to encompass everything 
telecast which is non-editorial in nature. Advertising therefore 
can include all of the following: 

a) commercial messages usually of short duration ranging from 5 to 
60 seconds which promote a product or a service, commonly 
referred to as 'spots' in India 

b) sponsorship announcements, usually ranging from 2 to 10 seconds 
in duration, commonly called 'credit titles' or 'billboards' in 
India 

c) program promotions which are made by the station which carry no 
commercial value, but are perceived as "advertising" by viewers 
all the same 

d) station identifications and other station announcements such as 
infringement of broadcast rights 

e) station promotions such as contest messages, fax-on-demand-
services, and so on 

f) public service announcements usually aired free of cost by the 
networks. 

The term "commercial" would however refer to only points (a) and 
(b) above. Since advertisers have little or no say about the 
placement of the other points, for the purposes of this paper I use 
the term "advertising" as synonymous and interchangeable with the 
term "commercial". 

Let us now take a look at the way advertisers have been using the 
medium of television in India till recently. 

(I have used data pertaining to the calendar year 1991 and 
thereafter except in some stray cases. The reason being that most 
of the reliable measured data is available from that year on. 
Further, advertising on satellite tv began in August, 1992. 
Significant changes in the pattern of advertising purchases have 
only taken place since about six months after that date. Prior to 
that, what advertisers bought and would buy on television was 
fairly predictable, and 1991 would represent a reasonably good 
picture for the years that went before.) 
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In 1991, the total expenditure on television was Rs.337.7 crores or 
USD 109 million. This figure includes the pro-rata cost of 
producing sponsored programs that advertisers had to bear, and is 
therefore higher than the actual revenue that accrued to 
Doordarshan. 

59% of this amount was placed on the national network, while 39% 
went to the regional and local stations. The balance 2% was bought 
on the second channel of the four metros, the majority of it on 
Madras. 

This USD 109 million represented a total of 405 hours of commercial 
time. On a government run channel that put out over 23000 hours of 
programming that year. 

Though Doordarshan can accept up to a maximum of 5% of total 
transmission time as commercial time (this must include both 
advertising messages and sponsorship announcements), actual 
utilisation has never crossed 3%. Tell a viewer that, and he will 
probably reply, "Only 3%? Feels more like 33% to me!!" He would not 
be so far wrong, because during the time that he does spend most 
often before the tv set, commercials have often taken up the 
duration of an entire program. As a very senior advertising 
professional remarked in 1990, "The four most watched programs on 
tv today - in that order - are Mahabharat, Chitrahaar, Hindi 
Feature Film and the ad capsule before Mahabharat." 

Consider this. 

- 83% of all advertising bought on Doordarshan is bought on just 
12% of programming hours. 

- It is not uncommon for an advertising capsule before a program on 
Doordarshan to last for as much as 2 5 minutes. 

- The average Indian viewer is subjected to 21 minutes of 
Doordarshan advertising per day, 15 from the national network and 
6 from each regional station. This is less than half of what the 
average European viewer sees and only a third of what the 
American viewer is subjected to daily. And yet the Indian viewer 
is already complaining of overload, and well he might, given how 
poorly the advertising he sees is distributed through the day, 
and indeed through the week. 

Let me explain this point about distribution of commercial time 
more clearly. To do so, I will break up the topic into two sections 
- distribution by program type 
- distribution by telecast time i.e. time of day and day of week 

\ 
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DISTRIBUTION BY PROGRAM TYPE t THE 'FILMI' TRAP 

Advertisers in India have traditionally supported two program types 
- both considered to be audience guarantors. Film—based programs, 
which used to generate as much as 70% viewership, and continuing 
dramas which enjoyed upwards of 90% viewership in the heydays of 
the eighties. 

Under the category of continuing drama, I would place those 
programs which run continuously for at least a year, having a 
common group of recognisable characters, with a storyline based on 
their inter-relationships, and a treatment that is heavily 
dramatised. The soaps - Hum Log, Buniyaad, Khandaan, the religious 
epics - Ramayan and Mahabharat, and the historical Sword of Tipu 
Sultan would fall under this group. 

Film-based programs are offered and supported at both the national 
and regional levels. The higher production costs of continuing 
dramas have however inhibited this category from being supported 
and therefore offered at the regional level. 

This is how advertising time has been distributed by program types 
during the past three years. (Figures in % ) . 

Film-based 
News 
Drama 
Others 

It is quite evident that film-based programs are outrageously 
popular with advertisers. Especially on the regional networks where 
they make up only 10% of total programming hours. On the national 
network however, they take up an unnecessarily high percentage of 
total transmission time at 25%. Indeed, the lack of good serials 
and the absence of a continuing drama on the national network since 
the latter half of 1992 has only further pushed advertisers towards 
this unimaginative buy. 

I use the word unimaginative quite deliberately. For even on the 
satellite uplinked Metro Channel, which was thrown open to private 
parties in April 1992, where advertisers have more than a fair say 
on the kind of programming that will run, as many 18 of the 41 
programs currently on air are film-based, while every single one of 
the Tamil programs on this channel is film-based. And these figures 
exclude the daily films telecast in the afternoon's. 

National 

91 92 93 

30 32 44 
0 4 4 

50 39 38 
20 26 16 

100 100 100 

Regional 

91 92 93 

49 51 51 
18 18 15 
26 24 26 
6 7 8 

100 100 100 
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Are we all taking the viewers for granted? Have Indian advertisers 
and tv program producers fallen prey to an all-new F-word? 

A tracking of viewership trends is in fact clearly indicative of 
the proverbial writing on the wall as far as film-based programs 
go. And the writing says that an overdose of Bollywood is not what 
the viewer wants. On the metro channel itself, there is a wide 
range of viewership levels for film-based programs, with Superhit 
Muqabla (a top 20 film song hit format) leading the pack with a 
viewership of 52%, and Bajaj Ke Tarane (a middle-of-the-road film 
song program) bringing up the rear with a dismal 13%. 

Our agency estimates that around 16% of all urban television homes 
today have a satellite tv connection. Viewers in these homes have 
clearly begun exercising program choice, and offer us a good idea 
of what the future of Indian television will be. It is necessary 
therefore to have a look at their preferences, and see how these 
have changed even in the past few months. 

/ Viewing(%) in Sat homes 
Dec 92 Sep 93 

Doordarshan: Film Based 
Rangoli 
Hindi feature film 
Chitrahaar 

28 
27 
25 

Others 
Prime time serials 
Samachar 

17 
21 

Zee TV: Film Based 
Hindi feature film 
Sare Ga Na 
Gane Anjaane 

31 
15 
14 

Others 
Saanp Seedi 
Tara 
Zee Horror Show 

20 

Metro: Film Based 
Superhit Muqabla 
Mirch Masala 
Hello Bombay 

Others 
Dekh Bhai Dekh 
Zaban Sambhal Ke 

26 
19 
21 

2 
7 

13 
15 
8 

22 
24 
24 

38 
16 
14 

38 
31 
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These figures clearly depict a growing dissatisfaction with the 
filmi formula among discerning viewers. In fact, Zee TV seems to 
have recognised that its viewers prefer new formats such as the 
whacky game show Saanp Seedi and the newly introduced Horror Show, 
both firsts for Indian viewers. Its advertisers too have moved 
monies out of films and into these new formats. 

Zee TV's Ad Time (%) 

Apr Aug Oct 

25 22 9 
39 30 34 
36 48 57 

100 100 100 
\ 

\ 
Indeed, this satellite network has actually withdrawn the two 
weekday Hindi feature films from its new expanded schedule. 

One cannot therefore but question the merit behind the allotment of 
more and more time on the Metro channel to film-based programs, and 
hope that we will soon witness a reversal in this trend. 

Going by recent trends, it would appear that the new satellite 
networks schedule a high proportion of film-based programs when 
they first begin broadcasting in order to attract viewers. Zee TV 
did it, TV Asia in Europe has done it, ATN is doing it, and it 
looks like the Metro Channel is doing it too. Film based programs 
have clear cost and time advantages over other formats. Most of 
them require little or no scripting, shooting or direction, and can 
get by with some good quality editing. Full length feature films do 
not even require that~much. 

However, as we have seen in the earlier tables, there is a limit to 
the amount of film software that the Indian viewer can take, and 
since advertisers always follow where viewers go, it may not be 
long before advertisers too begin to demand more variety from the 
networks and the tv software industry. 

Hindi feature film 
Other Film Based 
Non Film Based 
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GREY 

DISTRIBUTION BY TELECAST TIME : A 'ROUND THE CLOCK' DREAM 

TV networks broadcasting through C-band transponders have a strong 
advantage. Wider -footprints and multi-country coverage across 
different time bands enables them to realise the 'round the clock' 
dream much -faster than their terrestrial counterparts. 

What is this 'round the clock' dream? It's simple; every network 
would like its advertising spread through as many programming hours 
as possible rather than concentrated only during prime time. Wide 
area satellite coverage means that networks like Star TV and Zee TV 
enjoy two or three prime time bands - what they refer to as the 
India band, the Dubai band, and the Hong Kong band. 

By contrast, with only one prime time band, Doordarshan finds 
itself with over half of total commercial air time being bought 
during one hour - one hour not even one band. The hour being 7 to 
8 pm. Over the years, the concentration of commercial time on this 
band has been increasing, thanks to the regional networks. 

( figs in 7.) 

National Regional 

91 92 93 <?1 92 93 

0000 to 115? 24 r>0 23 4 3 3 
1200 to 1559 7 1 0 12 0 5 
1600 to 1B59 15 14 17 21 25 
1900 to 1959 *-> 7 12 56 56 60 
2000 to 2129 36 31 26 18 16 7 
2130 to 2400 16 16 10 0 0 0 

100 100 100 100 100 100 
_ _ _ 

In fact, due to many mere hours of transmission r<<^r day, especially 
on the weekends, the national network liar- n healthier d i s t.r i I.MI t i«nt 
of time. The lack of good programs during prime time is reflected in 
its share drop by 10 points during the last two years. The two 
other time bands which take up heavy advertising, i.e. the morning 
slot, and the early fringe slot of 4 to 7 pro, are actually 
misleading since there are virtually only two programs which 
account for them. Both are telecast iust once a week, Rangoli on 
Sunday mornings, and the Hindi feature film on. Saturday evenings. 

Which brings me to the point of concentration of commercial time on 
very few days of the week. 

\ 
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GREY 

This a similar table for Doordarshan by day of week. 
< figs in 7.) 

National Regional 

Weekdays per 
Saturdays 
Sundays 

day 

91 92 93 91 92 93 

10 10 10 13 13 12 
22 25 24 6 6 5 
28 24 25 28 29 35 

By contrast, the satellite channels have a much more even spread 
during the week, and even during the day. Except for Prime Sports 
whose advertising is completely event driven. Even a channel like 
Zee TV which does not yet have a twenty four hour service has 
gradually moved towards a better distribution of commercial time 
through its transmission hours. 

Zee TV s Ad Iime < 7. > 

Apr Aug Oct 

1900 to 1959 
2000 to 2059 
2100 to 2159 
2200 to 2259 
2300 to 2359 

10 7 33 
55 34 34 
31 30 30 
4 13 2 
- 16 1 

100 100 100 

From the table below, one can clearly see how three prime time 
bands have helped Star Plus spread advertising through a good five 
hour period in the evenings and late fringes. Indeed, even the 
other two Star TV channels, BBC and MTV, have a similar pattern. 
Star Plus also gets commercials during the morning telecasts of the 
soaps (afternoon on this chart which is in Hong Kong time), and BBC 
gets some support for the morning news - something Doordarshan 
ought to. 

(figs in 7.) 
Star* BBC MTV 

0700 to 0759 
0800 to 0859 
0900 to 0959 

10 
4 

1 
6 
4 

1400 to 1459 12 

1800 to 1859 
1900 to 1959 
2000 to 2059 
2100 to 2159 
2200 to 2259 
2300 to 2359 

7 12 
9 16 16 
16 • 1 7 1 1 
in \ 7 19 
70 13 1 a 
23 1 1 3 

100 100 100 
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IMPROVING THE PROGRAMMING - ADVERTISING RELATIONSHIP 

What anyway was the point of this entire exercise? To put it 
simply, it was all merely to illustrate the fact that a majority 
of Indian viewers, especially those who still watch only 
Doordarshan, are bombarded with very high commercial clutter 
levels. Such high clutter levels arise not because of too much 
advertising - in fact comercial utilisation on Doordarshan is 
very low at 2.85% - but because of poorly placed advertising. 

This works against both advertisers and viewers. Research done 
some years ago had this to reveal about the fall in viewership 
levels for the long advertising capsules that went befor popular 
programs : 

Program Advertising 
Viewersh ip Viewership 

% % 
76 29 
71 27 
71 13 
57 28 

Mahabharat 
Hindi feature film 
Chitrahaar 
Wagle ki Duniya 

From the above four programs, the only one with an advertising 
capsule lenth of a maximum of four miutes was Wagle ki Duniya. 
This procjram was sandwiched between two news bulletins hence the 
restriction. Obviously the restiction worked in favour of 
advertiser's who got more for their money's worth, since the drop 
in viewership was much less. 

The satellite networks have brought to India the concept of 
commercial breaks within programs. Internationally it has been 
proven that in-program commercials fetch higher recall levels 
than between-program commercials. There is nothing to say that 
this will not do for India as well. In fact, when sponsored 
programs were first introduced in 1982, they did have a break 
somewhere in the middle of the program for sponsor's commercials. 
This was soon dicontinued due to 'viewer complaints'. 
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Today most programs on the metro channel have in-program 
commercial breaks, and we haven't yet heard of any viewer 
complaints. Why should they when the maximum amount of commercial 
time is restricted to a very sensible 5 minutes per hour? Indeed, 
the metro channel has by default become a fine example for 
commercial distribution. Each hour having been allotted to a 
different.party, it is up to that party to utilise his time to 
the maximum or go broke. So there is no situation of overcrowding 
on some hours while time goes abegging on others. 

The two satellite networks, Star TV and Zee TV, that operate out 
of Hong Kong have to follow the 10-10 rule that applies to all 
Hong Kong broadcasters. According to this rule, a maximum of 10% 
of total transmission time can be utilised for commercials 
including station promotions, subject to a maximum of 10 minutes 
per hour - extendable by 2 minutes to include station promos. 

While these limits per se are perhaps far too high for India 
(here I suppose a 5-5 rule would be adequate), the idea of having 
such a dual limit by itself has much merit. Not only would all 
broadcasters like to achieve maximum utilisation, but they would 
also be forced to promote non prime time slots in order to 
achieve it. 

There is another very good reason why broadcaster need to build 
good time slots round the clock through more target specific 
programming. When programming is of a nature that has a very wide 
appeal, not only does it stand to actually lose viewership when 
audiences get more choosy (as has happened as we saw to the Hindi 
film earlier), and not only does it attract an unmanageable 
amount of advertising, it also attract all kinds of advertising. 

It is not uncommon to find an ad for a fertiliser sandwiched 
between onex for a baby powder, and one for a fax machine in the 
capsule before a feature film on Doordarshan today. While these 
may be acceptable, some ads are simply not advisable for family 
viewing no matter how strictly they might conform to codes. 
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Sometime in the late eighties, Doordarshan had placed a ban on 
the advertising of condoms and sanitary napkins before 9.30 pm. 
Under pressure from advertisers, this was subsequently revised 
to 7.30 pm. However, perhaps we all missed the point there. Had 
there been suitable programming available with which advertising 
condoms and sanitary napkins made good sense, advertisers would 
have definitely bought time with those programs, never mind when 
they were telecast. 

With good programming, broadcasters can very well create prime 
time slots. 9.00 am on Sunday mornings was a non-starter, till 
Mahabharat came along. The Zee Horror Show is telecast at 10.00 
pm and has already got the highest rating on that channel. 

However, broadcasters in India can always argue that with the 
sponsored program and privatisation schemes, programming has been 
placed to a great extent in the hands of advertisers. The best 
of programs will not run if they do not get sponsors or other 
forms of commercial support. 

Here again, I will draw on the satellite tv networks and the 
international scene to make my point. The practice vis-a-vis the 
purchase and sale of programs worldwide, after learning the hard 
way, is that "outright works best". Networks may purchase 
programs from producers outright and then take full control of 
the airtime sales. Or they may sell a full chunk of their 
telecast time, on which the purchaser retains the full rights on 
advertising sales. Or they barter program for airtime. 

In all three cases, there are only two parties involved - the 
network, in the role of seller or buyer, and the program producer 
or sponsor. Meaning that money flows one way. In the Indian 
context, the advertiser finds himself having to pay something to 
Doordarshan, something to a producer, and something to his agency 
- but he can never predict how much because the formulae for each 
of those somethings is different. 

Would bex asking for too much if Doordarshan, like the satellite 
TV channels, were to simplify matters, and go in for outright 
purchases or sales or simple barter? 
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At thia junotura, I would like to introduce Lho coiiaept of 
advertorials. Wo have begun seeing some of these on Star Plus, 
and hopefully the metro channel will not be averse towards the 
idea. 

Advertorials, when tastefully done, can offer the triple 
advantages of providing programming a broadcaster may not 
otherwise have had access to, of enabling the broadcaster to 
circumvent the 10-10 or 5-5 rule, and of providing a cost 
effective means of promoting services which cannot be done 
through high frequency but very short duration commercials. 

I am talking about travel features, health features, public 
awareness programs and the like. One half hour program on 
Malaysia can say a hundred times more than what sixty 3 0 second 
commercials can, at a substantially lower cost to the advertiser 
and the broadcaster, with much greater viewing pleasure for the 
potential traveller. 

To conclude therefore, I would like to repeat the questions I 
raised at the very beginning. 

1. Do, and more important, should advertisers support programs 
only on the basis of their ability to generate sufficient 
viewership at reasonable cost? 

Yes they do and yes they should. Advertisers are in business, not 
in charity. It is up to the broadcasters to recognise that good 
viewership generation does not have to be a matter of myopic 
program selection. 

2. Does advertiser driven programming actually work against both 
viewer and advertiser in the long run? 

Yes it can, and we have seen how. 

3. What is the role of the broadcaster in providing programs that 
pull in both viewers and advertisers without compromising the 
interests of either? 

It is a crucial role, a difficult role and a lonely role, but a 
role that must be played. And the viewers and advertisers are 
always here to helpl 
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