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Andrew Steinerman:  Hi, it's Andrew Steinerman. Good afternoon. Welcome back to the 

Ultimate Services Investor Conference. I'm the Business Information Services analyst, and this is 

the Nielsen session. 

 

We're so thrilled to have the chief operating officer of Nielsen Media, Karthik Rao, and Sarah 

Gibbons, who is the IR director, and obviously, my longtime counterpart covering the industry on 

the sell side before that. We're so thrilled to have both of you here. Thanks for joining us. 

 

Karthik Rao:  Thanks for having us. 

 

Sarah Gibbons:  Thanks for having us. 

 

Andrew:  Our pleasure. Most of the audience knows by now, since they've been with us half a 

day, it's all fireside chat. I'm going to just launch into things and ask questions. It will be 30 

minutes of chat. 

 

Karthik, you've been sort of training your whole Nielsen career. You've been 20 years at Nielsen 

for your current position, chief operating officer of Nielsen Media. Surely you've held a lot of great 

roles and truly your last role in terms of technology and operations set you up for this role. 

 

Why don't you give us a sense of how you see your current role and what's your first focus when 

you are a independent Nielsen Media? 

 

Karthik:  Thanks, Andrew. Yes, I've been at Nielsen 20 years, done a variety of things. 

 

Right now as CEO, my responsibilities are product, technology, operations, data science, 

everything it takes for us to be able to execute on our roadmap and our strategy, ultimately to put 

us back to a mid-single-digit drawer, which is our ambition. That's what I focus all my time on is 



moving the company in that direction. 

 

One of the biggest elements of how we get there has been a lot of the work we've done around 

retooling our company and how we do things across the board towards being able to build things 

that the market needs and build it at a pace that we've never actually done before. That's where I 

spend all of my time, Andrew. 

 

Andrew:  That's great. Could you talk a little bit about your product innovation plans? You just 

said, "Hey, we want to give what the product needs." You also implied that you wanted to deliver 

it faster. That's how I heard you just speaking. Just talk to us about the speed of innovation, your 

product map, and of course, in particular, your single media technology platform. 

 

Karthik:  A whole bunch of things in there. I'll just take a step back and begin with one of the big 

mantras that our CEO two years ago, David Kenny, laid out for us is the operating principle of 

fewer, faster, and bolder. 

 

We quickly realized that the best and only way for us to do that was to change something that we 

have not done very well for a long time, which was we built a lot of bespoke solutions to address 

measurement needs or ROI capabilities. 

 

Ultimately, that was not helping our company. It was too complex. It completely slowed down the 

pace of our innovation, and they were just, frankly, simply too many mouths to feed. A big shift in 

emphasis for us in the strategy foundationally towards fewer, faster, bolder was around making 

sure that the entire company operates off of a single platform. 

 

Everybody uses the word platform. What does that really mean? If you take a step back and think 

about what Nielsen does foundationally, we take data about what people do, whether consuming 

media -- it's sort of the who, the what, and the when -- and then connecting that to ultimately data 

science models that create a whole bunch of measurements. That's what we do. 

 

Our big mission over the last two years has been to move everything in the company to 

homogenize all the capabilities we need to be able to do that once for every of our capabilities 

that we turn into products. 

 

That's been a big thrust for us, is moving every single product line into the single platform, and 

making sure that we take out all of the inefficiency that exists and which automatically results in a 

speed to execution that's improved. 



 

I'll call on you've seen a whole bunch of announcements over the last few days. Today, we 

announced the building of a Nielsen ID spine. It's a resolution capability. We did this in literally 

five months from start to finish. We could have never done this before, given you execution 

historically. This is a very different Nielsen as a result of the way we're going about it. 

 

You've also seen other announcements such as all of the moves we made into measuring CTV or 

connected TVs, which is a big booming area for how brands and publishers are reaching 

consumers. 

 

Our ability to expand coverage seamlessly is very reliant on how we build products today and 

going forward. If we did it the way we used to do it, this would not be possible for us. That's the 

way we think about the role of the platform in how we take Nielsen to the next chapter. 

 

[pause] 

 

Karthik:  Andrew, I can't hear you. Sorry. 

 

Andrew:  Oh, that was me. You're right. Thank you. My question is when you think about new 

measurements, like connected television and YouTube, when is it going to be added to your 

national currency? 

 

Karthik:  We've already talked about the notion of being committed to expanding coverage 

because the consumer is consuming ads and content in more ways now because of all the 

innovation taking place. We've called out a pretty aggressive connected TV measurement 

roadmap. The announcements are out there. These will be out in 2021. 

 

We also talked about for the first time providing true industrial-strength measurement for 

addressable within linear TV. We called out a few partners that want the right monetization for 

their inventory. That is addressable because of technology, and our ability to do all these things in 

the next 12 months is very exciting for us. 

 

We actually are able to do this now because of how we are building products today. That's been 

the big shift for us to be able to do all these things, and they're all quite different, as you might 

suspect. They all come with their own intricacies and complexities, but we're building this with a 

framework and technology that can actually scale towards multiple use cases in terms of 

measurement. 



 

Andrew:  You probably know this is my third CEO covering Nielsen, and even going back two 

CEOs ago, Dave Calhoun, he wanted to get Nielsen to cross-platform measurement. Obviously, 

that's still the ambition under David Kenny, and it's been a long time in the coming. 

 

My questions are, one, why is it taking so much longer than Nielsen has expected? I'm talking 

about across CEOs, so a long time. Then the second thing is what's going to change to make it 

move forward this time around? 

 

Karthik:  I'll begin answering that question first by looking inwards, which is what did Nielsen do 

right about this? I'm just going to call out the fact that, yes, we did create measurements for all of 

the distribution endpoints to arrive at across-platform. However, we did them all bespokely. 

 

What essentially happens is when there is a new distribution endpoint, a new streaming capability 

that's out in the market, we build a measurement system for it, and then that just takes a life of its 

own. Our ability to then put it all together was severely hampered. 

 

That's very different now in the way we are going about things, which is we want a consistent way 

to build measurement across every way in which content and ads are delivered. That's what 

we're building right now. We're not building bespoke solutions that foundationally create more 

complexity and hamper the ability to put it together. 

 

When we used to call things total audience before, in full admittance, it was an afterthought 

where we sort of put it all together. It didn't begin with that in the core design of the products. 

That's fundamentally different. 

 

The second thing is the ecosystem and how it operates. If you just think about what an 

ecosystem means, in the broadcast world, it traditionally is still a GRP world. Then the entire 

operating system of the industry has been a really old one and it operates in a certain way. 

 

I'm calling out things like posting, buying systems, all of that. When you think of digital, it's 

disproportionately an impressions game, and it has its entire own operating ecosystem. 

 

These two things ultimately also have to be much more ambidextrous and translate things to 

each other for cross-platform to truly materialize. Because if people don't know how to operate in 

this world, it can't actually move it forward. There's been a lot of work that's been taking place in 

the industry to push the agenda forward there. 



 

The last and final thing I'd say is even though there was a lot of talk about cross-platform for a 

long time, a lot of the big broadcast players still weighed a lot of business in their traditional 

business, which was linear TV. 

 

But if you look at everybody and how they're morphing now, they're all generating a lot more 

revenue using streaming and digital, and so the need from the client base has also changed in 

the right favorable trend. 

 

This is validated by, for instance, the recent proposal out there by the World Federation of 

Advertisers, where now you got industry bodies screaming loud and clear about having cross-

platform standards. That did not happen before. It was a buzzword. It was a nice to have. 

 

Today, there's real meat behind the industries rallying around this. This is the way I describe the 

three things that need to happen for Nielsen to play a big role here, and we're very committed to it 

more than ever. 

 

Andrew:  No, it is right to have increasing industry voice and interest in this like, as you 

mentioned, World Federation of Advertisers. I'm guessing the critical point is just agreement of 

digital natives and traditional broadcasters on what cross-platform measurement is. How do you 

feel like the path towards agreement on standards looks in the industry? 

 

Karthik:  We will continue to play a really big role here. I have to say that the differences 

philosophically that existed historically are coming down. They're not gone away completely 

because the business models are foundationally different, but there's a lot more alignment. 

 

Because the foundational goal still is digital natives are building businesses by going after 

audiences that consume a lot of broadcast TV, and traditional broadcasters are building 

businesses that grow a lot of revenue from streaming capabilities. 

 

There is a natural trend line here between these worlds coming together simply because of the 

way these folks are building businesses to drive growth. That is the natural tailwind for this 

agenda to move forward and for us to play a big role here. It's very exciting. 

 

Andrew:  What do you think the timing for MRC-accredited cross-platform measurement 

standard is that can be used for currency? 

 



Karthik:  I'd say that that's a bit farther out there still. There's a few more steps that need to get 

out there. I won't put a timeline on it, obviously because that would be me speaking for the 

industry. 

 

What I'm here to tell you is we, as Nielsen, are going to have the building blocks ready. That's 

what we're working on, and this time we're working on it in a way that actually can scale, and they 

will allow more innovation for our clients. That's what we're committed to. 

 

We're not stopping there. We want to make sure we take this conversation and make it future 

proof for the next important conversation, which is connecting all this to what we call outcomes. 

Which is reach, and then, what do consumers actually do once they're reached? 

 

Do they visit a website? Do they buy a product? That's a big focus for our company. Stitching 

these two things together as part of the platform approach is also an area where we're making a 

lot of progress. 

 

Andrew:  Have you found that the industry is receptive to your new building blocks? 

 

Karthik:  I have to say we've gotten really good feedback around all of the very specific 

technology and product announcements that have come out, including, as you may have noticed 

in the addressable measurement announcement, we called out that eventually, this will need to 

feed into C3, which is the currency as it stands today. 

 

C3 has never been modified for a very long time, but that's the only way the world evolves. We're 

very excited about the changes and the openness that we're receiving on the innovations, but it 

only comes if we continue to execute like we have. That's, again, a different thing from the new 

Nielsen. 

 

Andrew:  Karthik, I remember one of your previous roles in being in charge of portfolio included 

Gracenote. I'm about to ask a Gracenote question. I've heard Nielsen more so using the word 

"content" over the past year than I've ever heard them use it before in the context of content 

measurement and analytics. 

 

How is Gracenote uniquely positioned with its metadata to measure content? Could you just 

elaborate what exactly does Nielsen mean when it says there's a great opportunity for content? 

 

Karthik:  There's two things here and they're interrelated. The first is that a lot of advertising 



today is sold based on content. We've always had measurement of content as a very important 

strategic priority for the company because ads and content used to go together. 

 

Andrew:  Right, linear. 

 

Karthik:  That's been no change in our commitment, and there's a lot of items on the roadmap 

that continue to push that agenda. But we're taking this one level higher, which is to say we 

operate in the single biggest content metadata business in the world. We power the discovery of 

content. 

 

That's the Gracenote brand. That's what it does. We created Gracenote IDs that can actually be 

used to stitch the traceability of content and where it travels all around the workflows internally 

and externally. It enables a lot more use cases that we've never tapped into. 

 

What I'd like to say is content continues to be important from a core measurement perspective, 

but the list of needs that exist in the world of content and the decisions that exist in the world of 

content development, all the way from production till licensing and verification, we believe we 

have a huge role to play in there, including things like analytics around what content works and 

doesn't. 

 

What is the diversity in content being developed today and how is that resonating with 

consumers? There's a whole bunch of use cases around content that we're committed to and we 

feel like we have a real right to play. 

 

Andrew:  I assume, even though you didn't use the word streaming, that's primarily what you're 

talking about here, the measure of streaming your content and the value of streaming content. 

You also use the phrase, that "in the core measurement, advertising is tied to content." In 

streaming, particularly if we're talking about subscription VoD, it's not. That's a key point. 

 

That there's not an advertising element to Netflix and other services that are like Netflix. Put aside 

AVoD. I'm only asking an SVoD question here of what role is Nielsen able to play in the measure 

of audience for streaming content? How do they generate revenue if there's no advertising 

associated to that content? 

 

Karthik:  At the most simple level, this is all a battle for consumer time. That's what this is really 

about. If you look at the number of services that have been launched, even in the last 12 months, 

and through COVID, you just see the usage go up at record levels. 



 

There's a foundational question for how do brands and platforms keep that connection with the 

consumer? The only way you do that is if you have an independent third party be able to provide 

the cross-market view of what actually is happening with the consumers. 

 

Where do they go? What kinds of stuff do they watch? Why do they go from one platform to 

another? How do you maximize time with the consumer? 

 

These are very important business questions that drive a lot of big-dollar decisions in terms of 

investments for all of these platforms. We continue to believe that the role of independent third 

party providing a view of the consumer is a very important thing and affects a lot of decisions. 

 

It may not be the same as fueling an ad trade, but it still is about understanding the role of a 

platform with its end consumer. That's what data and information does. We're going to continue to 

keep pushing that agenda. 

 

Andrew:  I heard you, and I actually agree with everything you said, but I still don't quite hear 

how does Nielsen Media generate revenue when we're talking about the measurement of SVoD 

content? 

 

Karthik:  This year alone, our goal by the end of the year is to increase our streaming meter 

which captures all of streaming in the household. It's not mobile, it's just streaming on your TV. 

We're increasing our streaming meter panels from almost 1,000 to close to 10,000 by the end of 

this year. 

 

It's a huge commitment to increase the scale because the more scale you add there, the more 

insights you can actually provide. Things can get even more granular versus just being an 

informational report that clients get once every month. Now it gets a lot more operational. 

 

Those are the types of moves we're making so that all of this work can start to get used in 

everyday decisions. That's the best way we create value for clients versus just a weather report 

periodically. 

 

It's just one example there, Andrew, but there's a lot more capabilities like digital content ratings. 

That also does the same thing. Ultimately, this is all about the interconnectivity or what I would 

call the travel of consumer between different platforms, and understanding that is really important. 

 



Andrew:  I'm just asking a simple question. As we're moving more into a hybrid world, including 

streaming, do you think that Nielsen could get it's same earn rate as it continues to measure the 

total audience? 

 

Karthik:  Yeah. You have to think about it as this is not just about a take rate from one place to 

the other. There's a lot more use cases and needs that are emerging. 

 

There's way more opportunities for us, for Nielsen to improve its financials, but not just by 

answering the old questions. I understand the way you pose the question is like, "That's the old 

model." There's way more questions that need to be answered. 

 

A simple one, like, does a content producer know where all their content traveled around the 

world? Do they know if where the content traveled, did they get paid the right way? These are 

simple questions that all give us opportunity based on what we do as a company. 

 

We think of this as, yes, we will continue to make money the old way, but there's also new 

opportunities for us to continue to invest in because there are new questions that this world 

transformation is enabling, and we have a right to answer them and generate revenue. 

 

Andrew:  It makes total sense. Also, thinking a little bit more about identity, you mentioned it 

quickly, is the reason why Nielsen's rolling out its more robust identity because cookies are going 

away? That's what comes top of mind to me, but you could just tell me why is it the time now to 

roll out the identity product? 

 

Karthik:  There's two things here. Yes, it is an absolute fact that the evolution of the privacy and 

regulatory landscape morphs the way data travels. There is a need for us to take more control of 

that, and that's one of the reasons we said this is important for us to create more self-reliance in 

how we associate exposure to humans. 

 

Remember, everything that Nielsen does is ultimately it has to be people-based. We're not 

projecting to boxes, or units, or devices. Everything we do has to ultimately be turned into a 

human. It's very important. That's core to our proposition. 

 

It's a very natural extension for us, therefore, to say in the world where the access to people-

based information from outside sources is going to be challenged, we've got to have the best 

capability in our company and our DNA. And we have a right to it because guess what? We have 

the single biggest truth set in the world about understanding consumer and media behavior. That 



is our panel. 

 

If you take that as a core ingredient, you can connect it to a lot of data sets to build an ID graph 

because it provides the best context. Our ID graph is all about measurement. It's not about 

targeting. That's not the game we want to play in. We will be integrated with open source players 

like Trade Desk just to augment the movement of improvement in the identity space. 

 

We're not about targeting. Targeting is a scale play. We have to have persistency. We can't be 

delivering insights that one day say that an ad was delivered to a male, and the next day it 

changed to a female. Targeting doesn't necessarily need to optimize for that every day. 

 

At Nielsen, we have to be able to do that, so the persistency is important. That's why we said the 

best way to do this is we've got to build this on our own, our way, for what we do as a company. 

 

Andrew:  Sarah, I'd like to turn to you a little bit to talk about Nielsen Media. I'm sure you know 

how the disclosure is for margins on Nielsen Media versus Connect. 

 

When you think about Nielsen Media as a standalone entity, even if you're thinking about this 

year, 2020, but let's just say as a standalone entity, could we just look at the reported margins or 

are there some synergies to think about? Because, as you know, Nielsen Media will just be a 

smaller company than the total company. 

 

Sarah:  Thanks for the question. Certainly, we along with everybody else are trying to think about 

what Media standalone or Nielsen standalone looks like post the divestiture of Connect. There 

are a lot of ins and outs of it, and we are still working through the impact of the discontinued ops 

accounting around Connect. 

 

We've spent a lot of time this year, as part of the separation, going through all of the allocated 

costs for Media and Connect and comparing them to a bottom-up build, so it's actually hard to 

bridge from what you see today in segment margins to what the standalone margins will be. 

 

That said, where we stand as of now is that Media's pro forma standalone margins will be roughly 

200 basis points lower than what you see in the segment margins. 

 

That's driven by corporate costs that were previously shared across the two businesses. It's 

driven by incremental IT costs, commercial arrangements with Connect, as well as some 

[indecipherable] synergies in setting up international operations for Media previously had really 



benefited from Connect's global footprint. 

 

That's where we are today. We'll, of course, work to gain efficiencies. We will, at the Investor Day 

in a couple of weeks, on December 9, talk about the standalone financial outlook for the 

business. 

 

Andrew:  Sarah, could you make a comment about CAPEX? What portion of 2020 CAPEX refers 

to Nielsen Media? 

 

Sarah:  That's another one where historically we've broken it out in the 10Ks on a segment basis, 

but as a standalone, it may look a little bit different. The way that I would think about it is CAPEX 

in 2020 will be roughly nine percent of revenue for media, if you're pro formaing it for the 

divestiture of Connect. We do think, and we've said this, that CAPEX as a percent of revenue 

should come down over time. 

 

We have hardware and meters, and so our levels may remain somewhat higher than what you'd 

see for other information services companies, but we think that there's room to move down from a 

nine percent level. 

 

Andrew:  Super. Karthik, back to you, the most important question. For many years, the 

company has set its goals, but total company has been mid-single digits. When Nielsen Media 

says it's going to be mid-single digits, I want to just, first of all, make sure we're talking about 

organic revenue growth. 

 

Karthik:  Yes. 

 

Andrew:  And when we're talking about mid-single digits, we mean comfortably within four, five, 

and six. What gives you confidence that will be in that range over the medium term for just 

Nielsen Media? 

 

Karthik:  A lot of the confidence is the fact that we believe we're working on the right things with 

the right sort of execution put behind it. 

 

It also helps that we've done a lot of work on the portfolio as well to make sure that when we say 

fewer, faster, bolder, fewer is one way you can actually go faster. That's been a big body of work 

we did this year is to be brutally honest with ourselves. 

 



If things don't fit on the vision of our platform, they probably don't belong in our portfolio. That's 

one of few criteria we use strategically to align all our work so that we're moving at a pace here 

towards that mid-single-digit growth. 

 

Andrew:  Organic, right? 

 

Karthik:  Organic. Organic, with a big O. 

 

Andrew:  Just to get a little insight into that, when you're thinking about mid-single-digit organic 

revenue growth, and I know one thing you're selling your products bundled to your customers, is 

there any way we could think about the sub-segments of what might be driving a mid-single-digit 

target? 

 

Karthik:  There's a lot of work we're going to showcase to you on Investor Day. It's only a few 

weeks away, and we'll walk you through every component of that, but it's largely around 

conviction behind our roadmap, Andrew. 

 

That's what it is, and everything we're doing. If you look at all of the announcements and what 

we're going to be executing on, and we'll start delivering early next year, they're all built into our 

conviction around the pace of growth we want to have. 

 

Andrew:  We only have one minute left. Is there anything that you want us to just have top of 

mind as we head towards December 9, your Investor Day? Maybe I'll direct that to you, Sarah. 

What should investors be thinking about? 

 

Sarah:  We're excited to be able to introduce the new Nielsen, what we'll look like following the 

divestiture of Connect. You're going to hear from a broad range of senior leadership on our 

growth initiatives, on our product roadmap, how we're changing as an organization, and more on 

the financial outlook. 

 

Nielsen has changed a lot in the last couple of years, so there will be many new faces versus the 

last several years. I'm excited for you to get to see and meet them. I think that you will take away 

that this is a cohesive leadership team, very focused on driving scalable growth. 

 

Andrew:  OK. That's where we should end. Thanks for joining us today. We appreciate it. 

 

Karthik:  Thanks. 



 

Sarah:  Thank you, Andrew. 

 

[music] 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
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