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Executive summary 

Ebiquity analysis suggests that within the next five years, TV may no longer be as 
reliable for advertisers seeking cost effective reach as it is today. 
                    

Behavioural changes in TV consumption – once limited to young early adopters – 
are now cascading through older age groups. 
                    

By extrapolating current trends, we project that TV advertising is likely to see 
significant increases in cost with implications for return on investment (ROI). 
                    

This is being driven by audience declines across most age groups and traditional target 
audiences, leading to a decline in advertising impacts. 
                    

The number of impacts delivered to 16-34-year-olds is falling particularly fast. The 
latest data suggests that other target audiences, such as ABC1 Adults and 
Houseperson with Children, are also now becoming harder to reach. 
                    

Ebiquity benchmarks suggest that TV today has a short-term ROI advantage of ~40% 
over other media lines. This is likely to be eroded by 2022, unless both advertisers and 
broadcasters adjust their commercial strategies. 
                    

This study looks at UK data, but we are seeing similar trends across other markets. 
                    

Published February 2019



Background
TV is dead. TV is alive and kicking. 
There are contradictory opinions.

At Ebiquity, our benchmarks suggest that TV is 
still ‘alive and kicking’. It remains the safest bet 
for building reach, delivering ROI, and generating 
profit at scale.1 

But for how long?

The traditional commercial broadcasters in 
the UK have a mixed funding model, through 
ad sales, content, and subscription. The 
businesses making the biggest dent in linear 
TV viewing are not advertising funded. 

Netflix, Amazon Prime, and other streaming 
services are changing the landscape. The 
increasing penetration of streaming services is 
a global phenomenon that is only just beginning 
to reshape the market for TV advertising.2

The streaming business model is fundamentally 
different from that of the traditional broadcaster. 
Besides offering more personalisation and choice to 

the consumer, it also allows content to be monetised 
without the limitations of TV scheduling. We have 
seen prodigious levels of debt-financed investment
in a race to win over new subscribers and gain share.3  
The global economies of scale required to win in 
this market, coupled with fierce competition for 
content, will undoubtedly trigger further disruption.

The data from 2018 suggests an acceleration 
of recent trends. That’s why we’ve put together 
this evidence-based assessment of what’s 
happening to TV viewing and how this will shape 
the effectiveness of TV advertising in the future. 

Within the next five years TV may no longer 
be as reliable for advertisers seeking cost 
effective reach as it is today. Our aim is to 
guide advertisers on what actions they should 
consider taking in the years to 2022.
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Source: Audience Project Data, January 2019
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1 The most recently published Ebiquity benchmarks are available as 
part of the Thinkbox Profit Ability study, based on data from 2014-
2017. The report can be downloaded from https://bit.ly/2O3mXEi

2 AudienceProject, Insights 2019, January 2019.
3 The Economist, Netflix Suffers a Big Wobble, July 2019.
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TV at the Tipping Point

The dynamics of the TV market have been evolving 
for some time. Within linear TV, there has been 
significant growth in terms of the number of minutes 
of advertising time broadcast (a 65% increase since 
2010, and a 25% increase over the last three years).

There has also been fragmentation. The number of 
BARB-reported commercial stations has increased 
by more than 100.4 This means that there are more 
ads for the audience to see. What’s more, the 
audiences have been there to see them. To date, TV 
has defended its territory in key marketing segments, 
notably ABC1 Adults and Houseperson with Children.5 

Elsewhere, the audience story is more worrying. 

The accelerated decline of younger audiences – most 
notably in the 16-34 age range – is well documented. 
That said, the extent of the decline in impacts in the 

most recent data might come as a shock.6 And the 
decline in 16-34s is now echoed in Houseperson with 
Children and, since last year, ABC1 adults. The data 
from late 2018, in particular, suggests that we have 
reached an inflection point (Figures 1. and 2.).

The share of impacts being delivered to 16-34-year-
olds is falling fast. This profound shift can be seen 
in every sector. Even those sectors that target 
younger audiences – such as entertainment – cannot 
rebalance delivery.

At the same time, the share of impacts to relatively 
more affluent consumers (ABC1s, usually also 
older) is actually increasing. This explains why TV’s 
performance, in profit contribution and ROI terms, 
has been so resilient to date. These changes can be 
clearly seen in Figure 3, which shows the decline of 
younger audiences against a gain in ABC1 audiences.
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What are the audience trends?

Figure 1. 
30-second equivalent impacts over time, 
by audience

Figure 2. 
30-second equivalent impacts over time, 
by audience (indexed)

16-34s 
Houseperson with Children 
ABC1 Adults

16-34s 
Houseperson with Children 
ABC1 Adults
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Source: BARB / Ebiquity.*

The loss of younger viewers from linear TV is not limited to a few sectors. These trends are driven by changes 
in viewing habits, so it is unlikely that TV buyers will be able to mitigate against the change in the marketplace. 
A greater share of affluent consumers is a comfort to advertisers, but it will not be enough to offset the loss of 
young viewers in the long run.
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Figure 3. 
Changes to composition of TV impacts 2013-2018 among key audiences, by sector

4 ‘Broadcasters Audience Research Board’. BARB is the body 
responsible for TV ratings data in the UK.

5 ABC1 refers to a socio-economic grade and target audience. 
Typically, consumers with higher income, assets and education. 

6 Impacts are a basic measure of the volume of TV advertising as 
measured by BARB. One impact is one member of the target 
audience viewing one commercial. Impacts are added together to 
give the total impacts for a given spot, campaign, station etc.

* This chart has been updated to correct a formatting error.
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TV at the Tipping Point

16-34-year-olds is an audience to treat with caution, 
as it lumps together 17-year-olds (likely to be at 
school or college; living with parents; little disposable 
income) and 34-year-olds (likely to be working; 
owning or renting property; married, possibly 
with kids; and with little disposable income). 

These two audiences will have different viewing 
patterns and tastes, and though habits change as 
people move through the years, we also know that 
people mostly carry their viewing habits with them.

Source: BARB; Calendar years

Figure 4.  
Change in linear TV viewership 2013-2018 across subsets of 16-34s

Bearing these differences in mind, we need to 
look at the impacts to the smallest sub-divisions 
of 16-34s to get the full story. (Figure 4.)

When we do this, we find that commercial TV’s 
supply of 16-17 year old impacts has declined by 
more than 55% since 2013. The key questions 
become: how much linear TV will this cohort view 
in ten years when they are at the upper end of 
the 16-34 age band? How much will they change 
as they graduate to the 35-44 age band? 
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If we segment the data for all age-bands, 
we find clues as to what the future may hold. 

Behavioural change – once limited to 
young early adopters – is cascading up 
through older cohorts. Taking this to its 
logical conclusion, linear TV looks set to 
change permanently and fundamentally 
in the medium term. This trend can be 
clearly seen in the data shown in Figure 5.

Source: BARB 

Figure 5.  
Total 30-second TV impacts over time, indexed to 2010
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❝
Behavioural change 
– once limited to
young early adopters
– is cascading up
through older cohorts.

The change in the TV landscape will be driven in part by demographics and in part by changing habits. 
55+ remains somewhat protected for now, but the younger age bands will eventually graduate into 
older and more economically-powerful age bands, taking their viewing habits with them.
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TV at the Tipping Point

What are the reach implications?
The potential to build reach has historically been 
critical to TV. The ability to put a complex message 
in front of 80% of the population within a short 
period has been TV’s clincher for many years. It’s 
true to say that, as of 2018, TV still has impressive 
monthly reach figures. Taking October last year 
as an example, commercial TV stations attracted 
viewers from more than 90% of key demographs. 
This is very similar to the same month in 2013.

But that doesn’t mean that it’s easy (or even possible) 
to buy an ad campaign with those levels of reach. 
To qualify as a ‘TV viewer’ in the UK, one only has 
to watch three consecutive minutes of commercial 
TV each month. While overall TV reach is stable, 
this metric can be misleading. Some of those who 
do watch commercial TV watch very little of it.

Figure 6.  
Average minutes of linear TV per day by viewer type, 2013-2018

Source: BARB 4 weeks in October 2013 and 2018

The charts in Figure 6. show that the average 
daily minutes of viewing for the three main traded 
audiences on TV – ABC1 Adults, 16-34-year-olds, 
and Houseperson with Children – have declined 
significantly between 2013 and 2018. For the 
purposes of the analysis, we split the audiences 
into thirds based on how long they spend watching 
commercial TV to dissect this trend further.

Heavier viewers, of course, are easily reached. But 
to get to 80% cover, one must reach nearly half of 
the lightest third of viewers. As the charts show, if 
you’re targeting 16-34s, in 2013 those light viewers 
watched for over half an hour a day on average. 
In October 2018 they watched for less than 10 minutes. 
Light viewers have become ultra-light viewers.

At the point when 70% cover is reached, the last 
pound spent is highly unlikely to be hitting someone 
new. It’s far more likely to build frequency. 
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The ROI implication of this will be steeper 
diminishing returns on TV investment. This will, 
eventually, reduce TV’s ability to scale to its 
current levels. More fundamentally, the cost of 
achieving ‘traditional’ linear TV reach targets will 
now be much higher than advertisers and media 
agencies have grown accustomed to. Whether 
you are aiming for 50% of your trading audience 
or 70% of your trading audience, the chances are 
this will be much more expensive (Figure 7).

8

Figure 8.  
The cost of reaching a given percentage of ABC1 Adults, 2013-2018

Source: BARB; Ebiquity Covg database; Oct 2018 vs 2013 normative curves, at timetracker® price

Source: BARB 2013-2018, Ebiquity 2013-2018; 30-second equivalent used in most calculations

In 2013, it was costly to achieve 80% reach of 16-34 
year olds. Now, it is effectively unattainable. Even 
modest reach targets are much harder and more 
expensive to achieve using linear TV than ever before.

In 2013, 50% reach of ABC1s would have cost an 
advertiser £360K in the UK. Now, because of both 
TVR inflation and the fact that more TVRs are 
required to achieve that goal, 50% costs £570K. 
And for advertisers seeking 80%, that will cost 
approximately £2.5m. This is summarised in Figure 8.

Figure 7.  
Growing cost of achieving increasing levels of reach
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TV at the Tipping Point

What is the future for linear TV?
The way that TV advertising is traded in the UK plays 
an important role in this analysis. In the UK, TV trading 
is based on ‘impacts’ – a measure of adverts hitting 
eyeballs – rather than the cost of an advertising spot. 
Like any commodity, it is subject to the rules of supply 
and demand. But what is different for TV advertising 
is that the supply requires a willing audience. 

Our analysis suggests that the market is approaching 
an inflection point. In a world where audiences 
are shrinking – one where there is a fundamental 
decline in available ‘eyeballs’ – rising costs will 
threaten the ROI primacy of live linear TV.

If we extrapolate based on today’s trading 
model and observed trends over the last couple 
of years, then we believe that the picture by 
2022 for linear TV (versus 2018 data) will be:

• 16-34 impacts in the UK will fall by 45%

• Houseperson with Children will be down 30%

• ABC1 Adults will be down 15%

• Total impacts (all individuals) will be
down between 15% to 20%

As these falls are unprecedented, exactly how the 
market might react to them in terms of demand 
is unpredictable. But by 2022, we would expect 
to see ‘cost per thousand impacts’ rises versus 
2018 of roughly the following magnitudes:

• 70-90% for 16-34s

• 5-20% for ABC1 Adults

• 30-50% for Houseperson with Children

Because we also expect a decrease in rate of reach 
build, we expect the cost for 50% reach to increase by 
30-60% for ABC1 Adults, 70-100% for Houseperson
with Children and more than 150% for 16-34s.

As of the start of 2018, our benchmarks suggested 
that TV had a short-term ROI advantage of 
approximately 40%, relative to other media lines 
on average.7 On a steady-state basis, we predict 
that linear TV is likely to reach parity with other 
media lines over a four to five year horizon.

❝
On a steady-state 
basis, we predict that 
linear TV is likely to 
reach parity with other 
media lines over a four 
to five year horizon.

7 Other media lines include Radio, Print, VOD, Online Display and 
OOH. Does not include PPC, Affiliates or Cashback or CRM.
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Why TV won’t stand still
The scenario where TV ROI reaches parity with other 
media lines by 2022 is something of a worst-case 
scenario. It is based on a linear extrapolation of 
costs and an expectation of falling reach. Growth 
of streaming services will slow as headroom shrinks, 
at least in terms of household penetration.

In reality, we also expect TV to evolve. There 
will be continued fragmentation and growth of 
different forms of audio-visual advertising. This 
will include social video on demand (VOD) and 
broadcaster VOD. It will also include technologies 
such as Sky Adsmart, which allows household 
level targeting in a live viewing environment. 

Traditional broadcasters also have ad-funded 
streaming platforms that are closing the gap 
with Netflix and Amazon in terms of usability and 
household penetration.8 TV is only just beginning to 
exploit technologies such as frequency capping.

Assuming more inventory will be traded 
programmatically, finer targeting and frequency 
capping will allow existing inventory to be sold 
more efficiently, even when the total level of 
ad funded viewing is in decline. In many cases 
such technologies already exist, but as of today, 
these options often still command a significant 
premium over traditional TV. That may change.

10

The greatest threat to TV as an advertising medium 
is the loss of two things: mass appeal, and the ability 
to reach most of the population quickly. While these 
qualities may now be under pressure, it is not clear 
that any other single media line is better placed to 
take TV’s crown. There is no immediately obvious 
replacement for linear TV on the media plan.

Other media lines will also face challenges 
over the next few years. Radio is threatened by 
streaming platforms such as Spotify. Outdoor 
advertising is undermined by cost increases 
associated with digitisation. Circulation continues 
to decline for newspapers. Digital display battles 
to pay back even in today’s environment.

❝
The greatest threat to 
TV as an advertising 
medium is the loss of two 
things: mass appeal, and 
the ability to reach most 
of the population quickly.

8 TV Hub, All4, and My5 are leading examples of this.



TV at the Tipping Point

What the TV industry should do
With media fragmentation, audience measurement is 
now less objective than ever before. The ability to know 
who is watching, when, and the stats for your ad being 
viewable should be a sine qua non. But today it isn’t.

In the UK, the data doesn’t currently exist to enable 
advertisers to plan with certainty how to continue 
to build cover once linear TV has hit its reasonable 
maximum. BARB’s Project Dovetail currently does not 
indicate the reach of the commercial broadcasters’ 
online channels alongside linear TV. It is also unlikely 
to include YouTube and other social VOD platforms.9 

From an advertiser’s perspective this is 
not good enough. The industry needs to do 
more to advance a transparent and unified 
audience measurement framework.

Beyond getting audience measurement right, 
traditional broadcasters also need to increase 
their share of the streaming market and 
find smarter ways to sell their advertising 
inventory, at acceptable cost to advertisers.

The Hulu model offers one way forward. Individual 
national broadcasters may not have the scale and 
technology to compete with Netflix and Amazon 
in the long run. Hulu, which has been a relatively 
successful contender in the US and Japan, was 
set up as a joint venture with various levels of 
subscription ranging from mostly ad-funded to 
ad-free.10 Hulu’s success in terms of penetration 
and market share is tempered by the fact that 
it is believed to have lost circa £1.5bn in 2018.11

9 Source: BARB. BARB confirms Next stage of Project Dovetail. 
April 2018

10 Between Walt Disney, Fox, NBC and Warner.
11 Source: CNBC, Hulu loses in the neighbourhood of $1.5 billion 

a year, and Disney is set to double its stake. August 2018.
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What advertisers should do
As for advertisers, all is not lost. There are robust 
methods to test, measure and manage marketing ROI.

Advertisers shouldn’t disinvest in TV unless they 
have real evidence that this is the right thing to 
do. For most brands, linear TV is still likely to be 
the most profitable advertising media line.

Meantime, we believe the evidence 
suggests that advertisers should:

• Consider campaigns in terms of reach
rather than weight of ratings. Advertisers
may need to lower campaign reach
targets on linear TV to rebalance ROI.

• Consider more, lighter-weight campaigns,
rather than fewer, expensive, heavy campaigns.

• Diversify within AV.12 This should include both
broadcaster and social VOD. But advertisers
should not pay a premium for non-linear
TV unless it carries a clear advantage in
terms of reach, targeting, or frequency
capping that linear TV cannot achieve.

• Diversify outside of AV. Most brands will
need more complex media plans to support
communications. Invest the time and talent to
experiment, and to figure what is and isn’t working.

The overall message is: don’t panic. Consumers will 
continue to buy products. Competitors will face the 
same headwinds. This will be a level playing field. 

The brands that best adapt their strategies to 
the changes in the marketplace will win.

12

12 Audio Visual – including social VOD, broadcaster VOD,  
pre-roll VOD, product placement and of course linear TV 
and TV sponsorship.



TV at the Tipping Point

Research notes
The project team has used a number of sources to 
inform the analysis. The UK audience data is sourced 
from BARB over the period 2013 to 2018. We have 
also used Ebiquity ROI and media cost benchmarks 
in synthesis. No personally identifiable or client 
specific data was used.

Trends have been extrapolated either on a linear 
basis or using second order approximation and expert 

judgement. With the world’s largest independent 
pool of media performance data, we are uniquely 
well positioned to offer this forward-looking view 
on the state of TV in years to come.

Please note that this is a forward looking opinion piece, 
with many unknowns, and reflects our considered view 
of likely outcomes. This research should not be used 
in isolation to inform investment decisions. 

Simon Cross 
Solution Director, Media

Martin Radford  
Business Director, Media

Nic Pietersma  
Business Director, Advanced Analytics

Andrew Challier
Chief Client Officer
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Ebiquity is the world leader  
in media investment analysis
We harness the power of data to provide 
independent, fact-based advice, enabling 
brand owners to perfect media investment 
decisions and improve business outcomes.

ebiquity.com

Ebiquity is able to provide independent, 
unbiased advice and solutions to brands 
because we have no commercial interest 
in any part of the media supply chain.
 
 
More than 500 media specialists operate 
from our 19 offices worldwide, covering 
80% of the global advertising market.  
 
 
Ebiquity has the most comprehensive, 
independent view of today’s global media 
market. We analyse $55bn of media 
spend from 75 markets annually, including 
trillions of digital media impressions. 
Our Contract Compliance division, 
FirmDecisions, audits $40bn of contract 
value annually.  As a result, more than 
70 of the world’s top 100 advertisers 
today choose Ebiquity as their trusted 
independent media advisor.

We are a data-driven solutions 
company helping brand owners 
drive efficiency and effectiveness 
from their media spend, eliminating 
wastage and creating value.  
We provide analysis and solutions  
through five Service Lines: 

• Media management

• Media performance

• Marketing effectiveness

• Technology advisory

• Contract compliance

Ebiquity plc - a company listed on the  
London Stock Exchange (AIM:EBQ)

https://www.ebiquity.com/
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