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From: Alixandria Weise of NDN 
 
 

One of the first major recommendations to come from the New Politics Institute was a simple 

one ï Buy Cable.  In 2005 our research showed that the political and advocacy worlds were 

significantly behind the private sector in adopting this important new tool in an area where most 

of the money in politics goes ï television advertising.   

One estimate from PQM Media estimated that in 2004 the commercial advertising world put 4 

dollars of advertising dollars on cable for every 5 for traditional broadcast television.  This study 

found the ratio in politics to be 1 dollar on cable for every 18 on broadcast.  (check). Given the 

billions spent in politics every two years on television advertising, this was clearly a problem that 

needed addressing.  

Our research showed that the reason why the commercial world had shifted tens of billions of 

advertising dollars to cable was simple ï more people today watch cable than broadcast, and it 

offers much more precise demographic and geographic targeting than traditional broadcast 

television.  The latter is particularly important for politics, since geographic targets do not fit 

neatly into the more than 200 media markets across the country. 

So we aggressively advocated to progressives that they should learn more about and 

experiment with buying more cable as part of any paid media campaign.  There was no one 

cookie cutter solution, and certainly cable is not as easy to buy as we want it to be, but much 

more consideration needed to be given to this potentially valuable new tool.  

We are pleased that many did take our recommendations and shifted some of their advertising 

to cable.   The same study cited earlier found that the broadcast-cable ad spend ratio in politics 

went from 18:1 in 2004 to 10:1 in 2006.  We know from anecdotal evidence that many groups 

acted upon our advice and changed their advertising strategies.  In some cases the changes 

impacted millions of dollars of advertising, ensuring a much greater return on the valuable 

dollars invested in reaching the target audience.  

But in this process we learned a lot about not only how to buy cable, but how to buy it smart.  

Thatôs what this paper, ñBuy Cable Smart, A Checklistò is about.  

Finally, there is another reason why it is critical progressives learn how to buy cable now.  

Television, the preeminent medium of politics, is going through a dramatic transformation.  It 

has been altered significantly by the rise of cable and satellite over the past 20 years.  But now 

it is being radically altered by the movement of video to the internet and mobile phones and the 

rise of digital video recording devices.  The way we move video to people, long dominated by 

our 20th century broadcast distribution system, is giving way to something much more 21st 

century in its construct, where traditional broadcast will be just one of many options of how to 

get video messages to people. 
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What this means for those of us in politics and advocacy is that as television and video change, 

we must become used to a period of intense, constant experimentation.  Doing things as one 

did them 2, 5, 10 years ago is not an option.  Think about this ï in 1986, 90 percent of people 

watching television were watching live broadcast television.  In 2008 it will be about 30 percent.  

This year, right now, there are tests underway that will allow us to deliver a television ad directly 

to someoneôs set-top box, meaning that one would be able to target video messages to a 

household, or even person, as we do direct mail, phones and door-to-door campaigns today.   

Depending on the adoption rate, this one-to-one use of television could actually become an 

important part of the media environment in this election, but certainly it will be essential no later 

than 2010.  

So buying cable smart is not just about buying cable.  It is the first step in learning how to adapt 

our politics to a new whole new era of political communications no longer dominated by 

broadcast television.   

 

Why Should Progressives Buy Cable? 

1) More People Watch Cable 

Simply put, the broadcast audience has dramatically declined as a percentage of the television 

viewers.  At any given time, only one-third of all people watching television in the United States 

are watching real-time broadcast programming.i 

Political advertisers must go to where the voters are, and today, that means expanding beyond 

broadcast and investing heavily in cable.  Political advertisers can no longer consider cable 

advertising a peripheral expenditure and instead must consider cable a key  part of the media 

buying strategy.  

The chart below outlines Prime Time audience share, according to Nielsen.  As you can see, 

network-affiliated TV station viewership has consistently dropped since 2000, while cable, 

including ad-supported cable, has consistently risen. 
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2) Cable Allows Advertisers to Target Ads Geographically and Demographically 

Political advertisers face a unique advertising challenge.  Commercial companies are not 

restricted by geography: Tide is Tide no matter which Congressional district you live in. But 

because campaigns want to target very specific areas, broadcast TV is a blunt political 

instrument.  The district you are targeting for a campaign or candidate will often make up only a 

fraction of any given media market.  

Cable can provide advertisers with the ability to focus on specific cable systems within the 

district or state of interest.  Though the cable system lines wonôt match up with the state or 

congressional boundaries exactly, most of the time there will be far less geographic waste with 

cable than broadcast. 

Cable also provides enormous demographic targeting opportunities.  Cable networks are 
targeted heavily towards specific demographic groups, allowing advertisers to follow suit.   
Whether the target audience is women, men, senior citizens, younger voters, Hispanics, African 
Americans, or Democratic primary voters, cable is a very effective and efficient voter persuasion 
tool. 
 
Thereôs no question that buying cable for local and regional advertising is more difficult and 

time-intensive than buying broadcast television.  There are far more cable than broadcast 

networks to choose from, not all TV viewers subscribe to cable, there is less inventory 

(advertising time) available to buy on cable than on broadcast, and there is far less uniformity 

amongst cable systems in regards to buying practices than there is amongst broadcast stations.  

However, progressives donôt have a choice.  To reach the voters we need to motivate and 

persuade, so we must buy cable.  

 

The Buy Cable Smart Checklist: 

This Buy Cable Checklist is designed to empower progressives with information and the 

questions to ask when working with media buyers to ensure that weôre not only using the new 

tools of politics ï in this case, cable television ï but using them as smartly and efficiently as 

possible. 

Our checklist is designed for anyone who wants to better understand the complex world of cable 

advertising to be empowered to work with media buyers on an advertising strategy that is 

targeted and smart. 

 

QUESTION #1: What does it really mean to ñbuy cable?ò 

Letôs start at the beginning.  There are several ways in which political and private sector media 

buyers buy advertising time.  Sometimes, advertisers make national buys by buying national 

cable or national broadcast.  For example, you can buy a thirty second spot on ABCôs Lost or 

CNNôs Late Edition that will be seen by everyone in the entire country.   
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However, the vast majority of political advertisers buy spots locally.  Letôs use a Seattle Mayoral 

race as an example.  To pursue a broadcast and cable strategy, the media buyers would place 

spots on local Seattle broadcast stations by calling each station.  This could include the NBC 

affiliate, the ABC affiliate, the CBS affiliate, the WB affiliate, the Fox affiliate, and perhaps even 

Univision.  Then, the media buyer would call the cable company or companies servicing Seattle 

and place buys on any cable network that accepts locally-inserted advertising, such as CNN, 

TNT, Lifetime, Home and Garden, and Discovery. 

Broadcast ads are seen on all three of the distribution platforms, cable, satellite and broadcast 

due to the fact that broadcast signals must be carried "as is" by cable networks. 

Note that satellite subscribers do not see ads on the cable networks because satellite TV 

companies currently do not allow locally-inserted advertisements to be purchased on cable 

networks... 

So when we at NPI say, ñBuy Cable,ò we simply mean that political advertisers must go beyond 

just purchasing airtime on network-affiliate broadcast stations and buy time on cable networks. 

 

QUESTION #2: What is the cable penetration rate in the media market Iôm advertising in? 

Itôs important to know the cable penetration ratesðthe number of households in a media market 

who receive cable televisionðof the district or region in which you are advertising.  Generally 

speaking, cable penetration is very high nationwide with combined cable and satellite 

penetration over 80 percent in urban and suburban areas (80% to 90%) and lower in rural 

regions.   

Knowing the cable penetration rate is important to understanding the true measure of your cable 

buy (more on that in a moment) and to help with an overall voter contact strategy.   

 

QUESTION #3: What is the targeted audience, and what research is available? 

Before a cable buy is crafted, advertisers must be able to define a target audience as narrowly 

as possible: where do they live? What do they watch on television? What are their 

demographics? 

There are one hundred cable stations that air advertising, many of which draw very specific, 

targeted audiences.  With the tools of good market research, such as polling and through the 

market research firm Scarborough (available to all media buyers, but expensive), a media buyer 

can very effectively target advertising to a specific audience. But the first, most basic step is to 

know your audience. 

Itôs worth noting that cable and the other new tools of politics mandate higher levels of market 

research and microtargeting.  We now have the technology and tools to target video persuasion 

ï better known as television ads ï to narrow slices of the electorate, and soon we will be able to 
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target individual households and voters.  However, none of that will be useful unless we have 

sophisticated research tools and targeting capabilities.  Conservatives are ahead on this front, 

having used research and microtargeting for mail and field campaigns for several cycles.  In 

fact, Mitt Romneyôs presidential campaign is already using microtargeting research and running 

advertising on cable and broadcast aimed specifically at Republican primary voters in the early 

states, and also running national cable ads aimed at Republican fundraisers, activists, and party 

leadersii.  Itôs a highly sophisticated marketing campaign that puts new tools to use.  

Progressives need to catch up. 

 

QUESTION #4: Should we buy through the cable system interconnect or through 

individual systems? 

There are two ways to buy advertising locally on cable networks: through each individual cable 

system, often called the ñsoftò systems, or through an ñinterconnectò which allows you to buy 

multiple cable systems across a region. 

What is the better choice? There is no right answer to this question, but itôs a question worth 

discussing with a media buyer.   

Buying the cable interconnect can be more efficient and may allow advertisers to purchase 

more inventory and better-targeted inventory.  However, because the interconnect includes 

several cable systems, sometimes buying the interconnect can be just as geographically 

wasteful as buying broadcast.  Buying only the ñsoftò systems that reach your target audience 

may be much more efficient. 

PA-06, a congressional district outside Philadelphia, provides an example of the geographic 

waste that can occur in media buying. The goal is to reach the 263,592 households living in PA-

06.  If you buy advertising purchased on broadcast TV in the Philadelphia media market, which 

reaches 2,941,450 people, then more than 90 percent of your buy is wasted.  

Buying the cable interconnect is more targeted than broadcast, but there is still geographic 

waste as seen in the first map below. (The congressional district is the thin red line at the top of 

the map, and the green area is the entire cable interconnect.)  Selecting the specific ñsoftò cable 

systems that cover PA-06 will still result in some geographic waste, but overall it is a much more 

targeted way to reach the voters in PA-06. See the second map, where the red line is the 

congressional district, and the colored areas are the local cable systems that can be bought 

individually. 
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In this example, it is more geographically efficient to buy the Philadelphia ñsoftò cable systems.  

However, there are some states and districts where it makes sense to buy the interconnect 

even when there is more geographic waste, because the total cost of the spots when bought 

through individual ñsoftò systems may be greater than buying the spots through the interconnect.  

Therefore, advertisers must ensure that they are equipped with the information and the data to 

make the right choice. 

Often times, good cable buyers will buy cable spots through both an interconnect and the ñsoftò 

system in order to achieve the frequency desired.  And of course, always keep in mind that the 

goal is cost-efficiency.  It may be cheaper to purchase broadcast or the interconnect, despite the 

ñwastedò impressions outside a districtôs boundaries.   

There is no right answer, but all the options must be explored to determine which strategy 

makes the most sense for the campaign. 

 

QUESTION #5: Which cable networks and programs are we buying, and why? 

Too often, political cable buys only include cable news stations like CNN or MSNBC; or 

sometimes buyers buy all the stations available rather than targeting the buys at all.  The right 

approach will vary from market to market, and race to race, but thereôs no question that a good 

cable buy should have a well-thought out strategy behind it: is it targeted at Democrats? 

Independents? The demographic that is most likely to be undecided, according to polling? 

Below, find the cable networks ranked in order of popularity among Democrats who always vote 

in Presidential elections.  If an advertiser were aiming to deliver a message to true-blue 

Democrats, combining this data with the advertising cost would determine which networks are 

the most efficient.   

NETWORK NUMBER OF DEMOCRATIC 

VIEWERS WHO ALWAYS 

VOTE IN PRESIDENTIAL 

ELECTIONS  

The Discovery Channel 23,146,107 

CNN 22,117,123 

TNT 20,777,556 

ESPN 19,612,437 

A&E 19,345,536 

The History Channel 19,333,235 
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The Weather Channel 19,288,696 

CNN Headline News 17,095,149 

USA Network 16,812,421 

Food Network 15,853,515 

Comedy Central 14,897,658 

TBS Superstation 14,595,133 

FOX News Channel 13,571,517 

HGTV 12,876,786 

Lifetime Movie Network 12,417,642 

Animal Planet 12,323,280 

ESPN2 12,310,690 

AMC 11,912,062 

Lifetime Television 11,812,384 

Court TV 10,502,210 

                                            Source: Scarbrough Research  

 

Keep in mind that some of the most widely-viewed programming on television is sports and 

other specials aired on cable.  Every week, a list of these programs is available through the 

cable systems and media buyers should obtain these and build or adjust the cable buy 

accordingly. 

 

QUESTION #7: Are we buying specific cable programs, or are we just buying dayparts? 

On broadcast, buyers select the specific program during which their ad will air.  However, some 

cable stations ï particularly more rural stations ï do not allow local advertisers to specify which 

programming they are buying advertising for; rather, they only allow advertisers to buy a daypart 

or time slot such as 6 pm ï midnight.  Therefore, the advertiser does not really know during 

which show the advertising will run ï it could be on the higher-rated Law and Order rerun, or on 

a lower-rated show at a different time, yet the price for the spot will be the same.   

 


